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E-MAIL SCAMS AND THE COMMUNAL TEXT:
AN ANALYSIS OF A PHONE FRAUD LEGEND
Articulate • 1999
BY PAUL DURICA '00
WINNER OF THE 1999 ROBERT T. WILSON AWARD FOR SCHOLARLY WRITING
A couple of months ago a friend sent me an e-mail, the uncertain subject of which
was "Urban Legend?" He knew about my study of urban folklore transmitted on the
Internet and was not certain if a message he had received qualified. The message took
the form of a warning and urged recipients to pass it on. The message text I first
received read:
Mandley, Vicki wrote:
I received a telephone call from an individual identifying himself as an AT&T
Service Technician who was conducting a test on our telephone lines. He
stated that to complete the test we should touch nine (9, zero (0), the pound
sign (#) and then hang up. Luckily, we were suspicious and refused. Upon
contacting the telephone company we were informed that by pushing 90#,
you give the requesting individual full access to your telephone line, which
allows them to place a long distance telephone calls billed to your home
phone number. We were further informed that this scam has been originat-
ing from many of the local jails/prisons. I have also verified this information
with UCB Telecomm. Please beware. This sounds like an Urban Legend -
IT IS NOT!!! I further called GTE Security this morning and verified that
this is definitely possible. DO NOT press 90# for ANYONE. The GTE
Security department requested that I share this information with EVERY-
ONE I KNOW!!! Could you PLEASE pass this on. If you have mailing lists
and/or newsletters from organizations you are connected with, I encourage
you to pass on this information.
Upon reading this text, I was reminded of other stories about phone fraud. Brunvand
provides the text of one such legend, the "Burt Reynolds Telephone Credit Card Num-
legend, in The Choking Doberman. Another legend concerning telephone fraud
s °een circulating over the Internet. In this legend, long-distance dollars are stolen
' cr'tninals in the Caribbean. Like the above text, this legend revolves around the
•nminals use of a particular sequence of numbers that, when dialed, makes the inno-
t caller prey to telephone fraud. Mikkelson provides an adequate summary of this
Persistent story:
Circulating on the net are dire warnings not to call numbers in the 809 area
code, because these codes are part of scams designed to run up your phone
bill. The warnings are correct in that if you call one of these numbers in
pursuit of a "mystery shopper" job or information about an "injured" rela-
tive, or you simply return a call to a mysterious number on your pager, your
phone bill will go way up. Not because calls to the 809 area code are billed
major from Cleveland, Ohio.
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at a higher rate than calls to any other area code, but rather because you wil
deliberately be kept on the line while the clock is ticking. So the warnings
are right that you will get suckered, just not about how this will happen.
Unlike the 90# story, the 809 story is believed to be true and has resulted in a \d on both the Better Business Bureau and the National Fraud Information Ce
ter web sites (Mikkelson). The degree to which these two texts are connected is diffi
cult to determine. The 809 story began circulating in early 1997, and I first
the 90# story in the summer of 1998.1 simply provide the 809 story to show the 9(
story's connection to a tradition of telephone fraud tales and to illustrate the currcn
popularity of this brand of legend. The 90# story did not really capture my inter
until I received a second version of it—a version that superficially resembles thec
Her text but that also contains subtle and, I will argue, important differences.
In my previous work with e-mail and urban legends, I have studied how i
technology of transmission stabilizes a legend text, allowing for countless reprodu
tions with no alteration in form or content. I have also discovered that this technolo
allows variations to develop. When I received the second version of the 90# story,
was surprised by the alterations made to the text. I was surprised because the al
ations were minor. Usually, variants possess distinct characteristics. For example,
have studied two e-mail versions of a popular kidney theft legend collected a
apart and identical in form and content—indicating the textual stability permittf
perhaps fostered by the technology of transmission. I have also collected e-ma,
ants of the kidney theft legend different enough from the stabilized version to su
modern technology permits some of the variation associated with oral traditi
differences between these texts are blatant: different locales, different victims, <
ent thieves. In the two versions of the 90# story I have collected, the difference
sist of the changing of a few words, suggesting a development quite different
kidney theft legend. In presenting the second text, I have taken the liberty or i
ing places where it varies from the first text:
I received a telephone call from an individual identifying himself as an
Service Technician thatwas running a test on our telephone lines. H
that to complete the test we should touch nine (9), zero (0), pound si
and hang up. Luckily, we were suspicious and refused. Upon contat
telephone company we were informed that by pushing 90# y°i
giving the individual that called you access to your telephone line aJ
them to place a long distance telephone call, with the charge appt
your telephone call. We were further informed that this scam has b«
nating from many of the local jails/prisons. I have verified i
Telecomm that this actually happens. Please beware. This sounds like
Legend - IT IS NOT!!! I called GTE Security this morning and v
this is definitely possible and DO NOT press 90# for ANYO ̂
give them access to your phone line to make long distances calls AN i
The GTE Security department told me to go ahead and skate " if you
tion with EVERYONE I KNOW!!! Could you PLEASE pass this <




he text ends abruptly—the last lines lost—and, as noted above, the differences be-
,cen this text and the first text are minimal. The first text appears to be the more
mcise, the more polished of the two. The italicized portions of the second text tend
be verbal stumbling blocks, clusters of wo ds missing or smoothed-out in the first
These changes suggest either an evolution or devolution of the text. One of these
possibilities is suggested by the dates attached to the texts. Although I received the
second text on June 21, 1998—five days after I received the first text—the story itself
is dated May 7, 1998. If this evidence is taken as valid—there are reasons it may not
be—then the second text is older than the first. The concision of the first text may be
the handiwork of a concerned grammarian who received the second text and was
mortified by its butchery of the English language. In any case, the text has been changed,
changed consciously by one or more individuals. Whether or not the mysterious gram-
marian is Vicki Mandley—the stated author of the first text—is inconsequential. Vicki
Mandley is probably not the "I" in the text, the concerned individual who called GTE
Security and so forth. The "I" in the text may never have existed and, when the changes
in the text are considered, has diminished in authority. This text is a communal text
shaped by its recipients. By communal text I mean a text that circulates among a
group of individuals, with some shared interest, who construct the text as they trans-
it to one another; the text does not have a single author whose textual authority is
respected. The community, in this case, refers to computer users who spread the 90#
story to their friends, relatives, and acquaintances. Journalist Howard Rheingold calls
e large groups of computer users "virtual communities" and defines them as "so-
" aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on public dis-
sions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal rela-
fiships in cyberspace" (5). Rheingold calls the Whole Earth 'Lectronic Link
—the virtual community to which he belongs—"a small town" that meets all
: various social needs of a small town community:
1 eople in virtual communities use words on screens to exchange pleasant-
ries and argue, engage in intellectual discourse, conduct commerce exchange
knowledge, share emotional support, make plans, brainstorm, gossip, feud,
fall in love, find friends, and lose them, play games, flirt, create a little high
art and a lot if idle talk. (Rheingold 3)
d speculates that individuals are drawn to virtual communities like the WELL
unger for community" that increases "as more and more informal public spaces
r from our real lives" (6). In regard to the 90# story, a virtual community has
e tecnnology of transmission and a piece of computer folklore to subvert the
* and, thus, the authority of the printed word.
i this group shaping of a text may be seen as a positive event by individu-
Khemgold, seen as a fortification through technology of interpersonal rela-
of "h7"i'>fragmented by society>the text itself has diminished. As noted, the authority
vanishes the moment a change in the original text is made. The "I" no
ols the text; the recipients of the e-mail effectively control the text's con-
essage. Previous forms of printed media would not cede this control to the
• An individual may take a copy of Plato's Republic from the library and
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scribble his own thoughts across the pages, but the original printed words—although
obscured—would endure, their authority intact. With a text transmitted through e-
mail, the individual in the above example can insert his words in the place of the
senders words and forward the text without any evidence of his alterations being
apparent. What results is a body of texts—any forwarded e-mail—whose authority
must be questioned, for the technology of transmission allows ample opportunity for
alteration. These texts should not be trusted, for the "I"s may be masked "We"s. The
paranoia pervading the 90# story easily translates to the paranoia fostered by the tech-
nology of transmission.
At first the above situation may seem strangely similar to the oral development of
a legend text, prompting one to speculate that oral texts produce similar suspicions. I
would argue that oral texts are quite different from e-mail-transmitted texts like the
90# story. Transmission of an oral text usually merits a face-to-face encounter; the
transmitter and recipient trust one another to a certain extent. The transmitter usu-
ally claims to be the source or close to the source of the story, using an introductory
remark like, "I heard this from my cousin whose friend. . ." The source of an e-mail
story may be much more obscure. The header on a message may contain several hun-
dred names, making the original sender difficult to locate; even the name at the end of
the header may not provide an accurate source. Stories are frequently posted on elec-
tronic bulletin boards or serve as chat-line topics; an individual can copy the legend
text from one of these sources and forward it to others. Even a forward from a re-
spected friend, by its nature as a forward, has come from a different source; an indi-
vidual may trust the friend without having to trust the forward. In many ways the e--
mail story seems to emerge from the ether, and a certain degree of healthy skepticism
is understandable. Secondly, variation in oral transmission is expected and, thus, more
acceptable; when re-telling the legend, the transmitter may unintentionally forget a
word or two, without the recipients suspecting his honesty. A printed text presup-
poses a certain degree of stability; changes in wording are more easily determined than
with an oral text, and one must inevitably question why these changes were made.
With the e-mail legend, one must wonder why the transmitter altered the text when
he or she could have forwarded it without any alteration. When the technology for
exact reproduction exists and is actively used, a simple change from "that" to "which"
in a legend text assumes significance.
All of these speculations have been generated from the assumption that the sec-
ond text is older than the first text, that the second text has been "corrected" either
individually or communally with the end product being the first text. In fact, there is
nothing to prove the two texts are even connected. No means exists for tracing e-mail
messages. Since e-mail allows for a rapid and diverse dissemination, these two texts
may have circulated in vastly different social groups, never once coming into contact
with one another. Instead of one giving birth to the other, they may both be born of a
third text, an Ur text of sorts, or even of a fourth and fifth text respectively that may
have both originated from a sixth text. The trail of development is hopelessly muddled.
Whereas oral legends developed slowly enough for folklorists to acquire a sense of
geographic dispersion and overall dissemination, e-mail texts shoot out in countless
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directions making tracking nearly impossible. Despite the fact e-mail cannot be traced,
belief in an e-mail tracer exists. This belief is reflected in another urban legend circu-
lating via e-mail, a legend that bears some similarity to the 90# pound story.
The same summer I collected the 90# story I came across another text that in-
volved fraud of a sort. This particular text was not a warning of fraud but fraudulent
in itself. The text assumed the form of a friendly letter written by America's wealthiest
man:
Hello Everyone,
And thank you for signing up for my Beta Email Tracking Application or
(BETA) for short. My name is Bill Gates. Here at Microsoft we have just
compiled an e-mail tracing program that tracks everyone to whom this mes-
sage is forwarded to. It does this through an unique IP (Internet Protocol)
address log book database. We are experimenting with this and need your
help. Forward this to everyone you know and if it reaches 1000 people,
everyone on the list will receive $1000 and a copy of Windows98 at my
expense. Enjoy.
Note: Duplicate entries will not be counted. You will be notified by email
with further instructions once this email has reached 1000 people. Win-
dows98 will not be shipped until it has been released to the general public.
Your friend,
Bill Gates & The Microsoft Development Team.
Even for a moment, I will not grant this text any validity. For one, e-mail, as
previously noted, cannot be traced: once an individual sends out a message, he or she
cannot control nor determine to whom that message is subsequently forwarded. Sec-
ondly, one hopes the wealthiest man in America possesses a better command of the
English language or at least enough sense to employ a secretary who does. Despite my
skepticism, this message has been taken seriously. In fact, the subject heading of the
version I received read, "I don't think this is a joke." Many people must share this
opinion for this particular e-mail sported the largest header I have ever encountered:
four hundred and sixty-two people had read and forwarded this text before it made its
way to my mailbox. The appeal of the text is understandable: easy money. Although
no one is really hurt by what is obviously a joke, a teasing of greed, the text still
succeeds in undermining a willingness to believe. The text is fraudulent, and this
fraudulence is what connects it to the 90# story. If blatantly false texts are actively
taking advantage of people—as the header to this particular text easily proves—then
belief in the 90# story is strengthened. A legitimate reason to be afraid exists. The Bill
Gates text feeds the fear upon which the 90# story thrives. Of course, the 90# story is
a false text itself, a warning about a fictional crime. Legitimate reasons exist to be
wary, but the e-mail recipient repeatedly encounters illegitimate sources of fear. The
problem facing the e-mail recipient is how to see through these illusions—the scams
and scam warnings—how to avoid being blinded like Quixote by a circle of textual
mirrors. The solution and the shield may be one of the current sources of the prob-
lem: the communal text.
Recent legislation—such as the Telecommunications Act of 1996 and the Com-
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munications Decency Act—has attempted to apply a national code of morals to the
Internet. Although this legislation has pertained primarily to restricting children's ac-
cess to Internet pornography, it is still relevant to a discussion of community. This
legislation suggests the establishment of a system of values to be applied to computer
mediated communication. Whether or not a system of values acceptable to the major-
ity of computer users can be established—through legislation or other means—is still
a matter of heated debate. I would argue that any attempt at establishing communal
values for the Internet is an attempt to lessen the problems generated by communal
texts. Internet communities need to function like traditional communities, to de-
velop a public trust, if the paranoia bred by stories like 90# is to be contained. Several
virtual communities currently do exist that seem to have developed a sense of public
trust; Rheingold's description of the WELL community, "a form of psychotherapy"
for some, is a good example (4). These virtual communities tend to be small, scattered
bands of computer users: "There is no such thing as a single, monolithic online sub-
culture; it's more like an ecosystem of subcultures, some frivolous, other serious" (3).
At the same time, increased access to the Internet is drawing these communities to-
gether:
Suddenly, the isolated archipelagos of a few hundred or a few thousand
people are becoming part of an integrated entity . . .part of an overarching
culture, similar to the way the United States became an overarching culture
after the telegraph and telephone linked the states. (Rheingold 10)
To contain the problems caused by false texts on the Internet, a more widely accepted
set of values needs to be established. In a practical sense, communal texts should b
recognized as communal texts. Instead of simply forwarding the 90# story and per
petuating the false authority of the "I" in the text, the e-mail user should comment o
the issues and problems raised by the text. He or she should endeavor to create
dialogue with other e-mail users in which the text is deconstructed and its message i
appraised. This kind of communal, close reading may cut down on the numbe
kidney theft messages the e-mail user receives in a given year; scare stories car
replaced by thoughtful discussion, a bridge to public trust. My suggestion that t
communal text should be recognized as such and used as a means to build commun
may seem overly idealistic. I may also be panicked by the very texts to which I s
i T i • T I I T .„,, U*> allllty 0'
tradi-
a calm response. In preaching Internet honesty to such an extreme, I may be gui
overestimating the effect of scare stories. After all, these stories are prevalent in
tional forms of community, and folklorists regard the oral variety of scare storu
means in which communal anxieties are expressed (Brunvand 2). The boy whc
wolf has had a long and colorful history.
Despite the prevalence of scare stories in the history of communities, the u
ing message of the 90# story, to me, seems to be a call for public trust. The thr^,
the 90# story originates outside the community: criminals, jailed and otherwis
individuals have corrupted technology for their own gain; they have violated tl
provided by community and the technology that binds the community togethe
by recognizing this threat and re-asserting control over the technology, the st y ^
gests, can the community contain this threat. In order to contain this tr
Articulate • 1999
threat must be known, the story must be shared, and a communal trust must be
developed.
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"So ALS CRISTE WOLDE IT WERE":
CHURCH PROPAGANDA IN THE SEGE OFMELAYNE
BY BETSY WILLIAMSEN '99
WINNER OF THE 1999 ROBERT T. WILSON AWARD FOR SCHOLARLY WRITING
The Sege ofMelayne is a Middle English Charlemagne romance featuring the well-
loved corpus of familiar characters transferred from the Old French chansons de geste:
Charles, the Prankish king and defender of the Faith; Roland, his nephew and cham-
pion; Oliver, Roland's boon companion; the feisty Archbishop Turpin; and a battle-
field-ful of vile Saracen "houndes" just waiting for someone to kill them. This ro-
mance, like most of the chansons de geste, concerns itself almost wholly with the con-
flict between the Christian and Islamic worlds that began before Charlemagne's time
and was still a reality at the time of Melayne s composition around the end of the
fourteenth century.
Although most of the Middle English romances concerning Charlemagne's never-
ending fight against invading pagans are based fairly closely on pre-existing chansons,
no source has been discovered for The Sege ofMelayne. It is generally categorized as
belonging to the Otuel group by dint of its sharing with Otuel and Roland a Saracen
sultan by the name of Garcy, although Otuel himself never appears in Melayne. The
only surviving copy of Melayne, unfortunately fragmentary, appears in the British
Museum MS Additional 31042, generally known as the London Thornton Manu-
script. It is accompanied in the manuscript by a variety of religious materials in Latin,
French, and English, as well as romances such as The Sege of Jerusalem and Roland and
Otuel, The existence of these romances amidst such works as the Passionis Christi
Cantus and the Moralisacio Sacerdotis tocius apparatus in missa is not as strange as it
might originally seem, if one considers the religious bent of these particular romances.
Those mentioned above treat of battles fought in the name of Christianity and teach
that the most just wars are those fought for the glory of the one true Christian God. I
order to do this, The Sege ofMelayne portrays the Saracens as profoundly Other ir
their religious practices and Turpin as a strong warrior and spiritual leader who de-
mands the respect and obedience of the secular world.
The romance begins when die city of Milan is sacked by the Saracen sultan Arabas,
who burns the symbols of Christianity, "bothe the Rode and the Marie free," and
than his Mawmettes he sett up there / In kirkes and abbayes that there were" (26; 21
29). The lord of Milan, Sir Alantyne, manages to escape to a nearby town, but Arab
finds him and commands him to embrace the heathen religion or forfeit his city, nl
life, and the lives of his wife and children. Alantyne prays to Christ and is visited by at
angel who advises him to travel to Paris to beg assistance from Charles. Simult-
Betsy Williamsen is an English (literature) major who dropped her other major to imrnt
herself in the Middle Ages. Former Editor-in-Chief'o/The Denisonian, she is moving0'1
to the graduate English program at Indiana University, where she intends to learn u
Norse and energize the study of Eddie sagas. ^____^_
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neously, Charles is visited by another angel, who bids him reclaim Milan and presents
him with a sword sent by Christ, making Charles God's "werryoure here in erthe"
(119).
Immediately the two civilizations clash, as the Saracens demand conversion to
their idolatrous religion and the Christian God demands vengeance for the invasion
of Christian territory. More than simple territorial or material greed, it is religious
differences and the desire to win their respective gods more followers that engenders
the conflicts between the two cultures, and this is somewhat reflective of contempo-
rary reality. At the time The Sege ofMelayne was composed, Spain was still under
Muslim control, and the Islamic civilization's history of growth through conquest
would have been familiar to the romance's audiences. During the time of Charlemagne,
the poem's setting, the Islamic threat would have been very real indeed, as it was
during the eighth and ninth centuries that the Islamic civilization reached its largest
extent (Strayer 8: 576).
Here, in the midst of historical reality, arises the first (apparent) misunderstand-
ing of the nature of Islam. Despite the actuality of Islamic conquest, Muslim leaders
did not demand the conversion of all they conquered. The Koran declares that all
monotheists, as fellow "people of the book," should be given protection and religious
freedom (Strayer 8: 578). Thus, within the areas conquered by Muslims lived Jews
and Christians who were not persecuted—although they were prohibited from public
displays of their beliefs—and who were frequently allowed to maintain the leadership
positions they had held before the Muslim conquest (Wolf 92). The romance, how-
ever, presents the Saracen sultan and certain of his warriors as something akin to a
group of deranged missionaries; ignoring the command of tolerance toward mono-
theists, Arabas tells his Christian captives that any who "ne will noghte to oure lawe be
swornne, / He sail be hanged or other morne" (55-56).
Perhaps the reason Arabas ignores this command is that the Saracens as tradition-
ally presented in the chansons de geste and romances follow a religion that bears very
little resemblance to Islam. The fictional Saracens worship idols, which usually repre-
sent more than one deity (although Melayne mentions only "saynt Mahownn" (1253)).
Although pre-Islamic Arabs were indeed polytheistic and worshipped spirits and dei-
ties represented by idols, Muhammad decried these practices and introduced a strictly
monotheistic doctrine (Strayer 6: 575-6). Muslims followed the teachings of
Muhammad, but did not worship him as a deity; the Saracens of the chansons and
romances worship a deified Muhammad as Christians worship Jesus Christ.
Most critics of the literature believe the European poets were indeed ignorant of
Islamic doctrine, and that their naivete is reflected in their work. If the poets had no
understanding of Islam, it is probable that little to no accurate information was dis-
seminated throughout Christian Europe. This was truer in England than on the con-
tinent: "The Crusades had never become a national movement in England as they
had in France, with its Mediterranean seaboard, and the majority of writers in the
fourteenth century knew precious little about them and still less about Islam" (White
'78), That information about Islam was limited is supported by the reactions of First
Crusaders to their Muslim surroundings on reaching the Holy Land: when the Norman
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Tancred reached the Temple in Jerusalem in 1099, he naturally assumed that the silver
image he discovered on a throne was an idol of "that original Antichrist, the baleful
and wicked Mahomet" (Ralph of Caen, qtd. in Bennett 101). If the only information
the crusaders had about the Muslims came from the chansons and other such material,
it is no wonder they would expect idolatry. Although more accurate facts about Islam
were sure to have been available to at least the nobility by the time ofMelayne's com-
position, the acceptance of the stock Saracen and the formulaic nature of the
Charlemagne romances inhibited any deviation from the established representation.
Norman Daniel suggests that the original poets, secular jongleurs, were fully aware
that they were misrepresenting Islam, and that they created a polytheistic idolatry
solely for its humor. He believes that the poets and their audiences were at least vaguely
familiar with the nature of Islam as a monotheistic religion, but that to represent the
fictional Saracens' religion as such would have been to bring it too close to Christian-
ity. He also proposes that the absurdity of the idolatry came about because the poets
did not know enough about paganism to make their Saracens' false religion plausible.
Pragmatically, to expound on the fine distinctions between the two religions within
the confines of an entertainment piece would have been far too educational for an
audience expecting excessive bloodshed without moral dilemmas. It is still very pos-
sible that the secular poets and their audiences were unacquainted with Islam in its
actuality; the only people who had good reason to study Islam were the clerics who
needed to understand the other religion in order to convince its followers to abandon
it for the true Christian faith. Clerics were so familiar with the similarities between
Islam and Christianity that Peter the Venerable was unable to determine
...whether the Mohammedan error must be called a heresy and its followers
heretics, or whether they are to be called pagan. . . . For in the company
with certain heretics (Mohammed writes so in his wicked Koran), they preach
that Christ was indeed born of a virgin, and they say that he is greater than
every other man, not excluding Mohammed; they affirm that he lived a
sinless life, preached truths, and worked miracles. They acknowledge that
he was the Spirit of God, the Word—but not the Spirit of God or the Word
as we either know or expound. . . . Choose, therefore, whichever you prefer;
either call [the Moslems] heretics on account of the heretical opinion by
which they agree with the Church in part and disagree in part, or call them
pagans on account of the surpassing wickedness by which they subdue ev-
ery heresy of error in evil profession. . . . If you call them heretics, it has
been proven that they are to be opposed beyond all other ... heresies; if you
call them pagans, I shall demonstrate, by the authority of the Fathers, that
they are to be resisted nonetheless, (qtd. in Metlitzki 200)
That the Muslim religion was viewed by many as heresy is supported by the legend
that Muhammad had been a Catholic cardinal who preached heresy to the pagan
Arabs out of spite. Muhammad was the most learned of the cardinals, and thus was
promised the papacy in return for converting the Saracens in the East. While he was
gone, however, the ruling pontiff died, and the cardinals broke their promise and
elected another. As a revenge, Muhammad began to "preach the contrary of Christian
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truth" (Metlitzki 204). This legend is evidence that the similarities between Chris-
tianity and Islam were well-known, at least among the groups who circulated the
legend.
As mentioned above, the ecclesiastical classes should have been fairly knowledge-
able about the tenets of the Islamic faith. Does the assertion of Melayne's clerical
authorship, then, lose credibility? Realistically, although the Church's internal dia-
logues about Islam strove to incorporate serious facts, its goal in regard to the secular
population would most likely have been simply to convince the populace of the inher-
ently evil nature of Islam. Aware of the possibilities of popular literature as a means of
indoctrination, "the Church was not slow to exploit its claim upon the imagination of
the ruling class" (Barren 92). Ignoring Christianity's own violent nature and the clergy's
particular reputation for debauchery, the official polemic against Islam portrayed
Muslims as inherently violent, as well as sexually rapacious.
Medieval Islam did, indeed, place few of the necessary (to Christianity) restric-
tions on sexual activity. When Muhammad preached God's word to his adherents, he
limited polygamy to four wives, himself taking ten during his lifetime (Strayer 8: 576-
77). This, of course, was innately offensive to a religious doctrine that taught chastity
as a prime path to paradise. Christian theologians were additionally horrified by the
Muslim conception of paradise: it is a place of "sensual earthly delights," in which
"whatever one's appetite suggests is at once fulfilled," including sexual desires (Metlitzki
212). The supposed Saracen passion for sensual luxury is wonderfully exaggerated in
the description of Carey's coronation ceremony: his followers shower him with gold,
jewels, "sexty fawconns faire of flyghte; / And sexti stedis noble and wyghte" (844-45),
all symbols of a pleasure-loving and extremely wealthy noble class. To satisfy Garcy's
more primal urges,
The Kynge of Massedoyne lande
Sent the Sowdane a presande,
The meryeste one molde:
Sexty maydens faire of face
That cheffeste of his kyngdome was
And faireste appon folde... (838-43)
After the feast, "the Sowdane hade hymselfe I wene / Thaire althere maydenhede"
(866-67). The sheer number of Saracen warriors traditionally faced by the literary
heroes reveals some of the anxieties inevitably bred in Christians by a civilization that
practiced polygamy (White 174).
The violence supposedly inherent in the above lusty Saracens was perhaps justly
attributed to the Muslims because of their belief in jihad but its actual manifestation
in Islamic society was still misunderstood by those like Ricoldo da Monte Croce, who
said, "The religion of the Saracens is violent and was brought in by violence, and so
among them it is held to be quite certain that it will last only as long as the victory of
the sword will remain with them" (qtd. in Daniel 95). The Saracens' supposedly vio-
lent nature becomes comically fanatical in Melayne when the Macedonian unit sees its
leader wounded and "braydede owte swerdes full bryghte / Agaynes the Sowdanefolke
to fighte" (1129-30; italics added). Although Muslim territory indeed grew through
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conquest and many of the conquered people chose to convert to Islam, religious toler-
ance was offered to "people of the book," so conversion by Islamic swords was not the
reality most Christians believed it to be.
With the Islamic people already bloodstained in the popular eye and with their
unrestrained sensuality casting them in an animalistic light, the Church needed to
employ little energy in order to arouse ruthlessly anti-Arab sentiments among the
Christian warrior class, whose participation in any battles the Church might choose
to engineer was integral. However, clerics certainly would not want to risk revealing
the religious similarities between the two cultures, possibly tempting the masses to
expect similar tolerance for sexual license from Christian spiritual leaders. Thus, if
clerics writing songs both to entertain the warrior class and to teach the superiority of
the Christian faith needed to employ Saracens as enemies, they were faced with mak-
ing their fictional Muslims as Other as possible. Although the idol-worshipping is
indeed quite humorous at times, the moral vilification of the enemy is much more
productive than laughter; making the pseudo-religion amusing simply brought the
Church's propaganda to more listeners.
In all regards other than their idolatrous polytheism, the Saracens of the poems
are strikingly similar to the Christians who inevitably must defeat them. Their noble
societies seem to be analogously structured, in that the ruler is surrounded by knights
who owe him allegiance and whose services he rewards with lands and other material
goods. The nobility and chivalry of the Saracens is not questioned. The Sege ofMelayne
refers to one individual Saracen warrior as "a nobill Knyghte and a chevallrouse" (995)
and "curtays" in battle (1063). Giving the enemy the same praise lavished on Roland
and Charles' other men may seem odd, but it must be remembered that knights would
not stoop to engage in battle with an opponent who was not worthy of the fight.
It is understood that the outcome of the battles in the romance will largely be
determined by the righteousness of each side's respective religious beliefs. This is some-
what reminiscent of the ancient ritual of trial by combat, in which God (or the gods)
determined the winner of the case by leaving him with functioning internal organs at
the end of the duel. If the rules of trial by combat apply to the individual duels de-
scribed within the romances larger battles, it would appear that, contrary to the fa-
mous line from the Chanson de Roland, the pagans are in the right and the Christians
in the wrong. When the Franks demand that Arabas send some people for them to
fight, Sir Arabaunt of Perse [Persia] obligingly emerges from the gates of Milan with
forty thousand men (to match the Prankish army) and "he bare down / worthy lordes
of grete renownn" until only a handful are left alive (247-48). Each side expects its
god(s) to lend some kind of divine assistance, but the Christian God seems to have
been otherwise occupied during the first battle, which leaves only Roland and three
others standing.
Since the Christian audience of The Sege ofMelayne understood the inherent and
immutable perfection of their faith, God's apparent abandonment of his warriors at
this point in the romance may have been somewhat disturbing. Is Christianity, then,
perhaps not infallible? If we compare this initial slaughter of the Christian troops to
that in the Chanson de Roland, we must accept that this is somehow part of God's
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inexplicable plan, and we must simply accept it without questioning. "True to crusade
ideology, we may see here warfare depicted as a form of Christian sacrifice and wor-
ship—as, indeed, a transformation of the worldly institutions of warfare into a means
of serving and reflecting the presence of Christ" (Shepherd 129). Those who die in the
first battle are accepted into God's bosom for their service to Him; as the Duke of
Normandy dies, he describes a heavenly vision to his commander:
'A, Rowlande, byhaulde nowe whatt I see:
More joye ne myghte never bee
In youthe ne yitt in elde.
Loo! I see cure vawarde ledde to hevene
With angells songe and merye stevene
Reghte as thay faughte in the felde.
I see moo angells, loo with myn eghe,
Then there are men within Christyante
That any wapyn may welde.
To heven thay lede oure nobill knyghtis
And comforthes tham with mayne and myghtis,
With mekill blysse and belde.' (313-24)
The dead warriors' example serves as both a stimulation of the Germanic revenge
ethic that surely lingers within their Northern European souls, and as an illustration
for the second wave of Franks, who must also be prepared to sacrifice their lives for
God.
The initial defeat at Milan may also be God's reprimand of Charles, who disobeys
an angelic order when he fails to lead the Prankish army against the Saracens himself;
consequently, his "willingness only to delegate his divinely bestowed responsibility
causes the deaths of many Christians" (Shepherd 120). Despite being named Christ's
warrior on Earth and receiving explicit instructions for personally retaking Milan,
Charles allows himself to be swayed by Ganelon's advice:
'What solde worthe of us in Fraunce
And thou in the felde were slayne?
Thyselfe and we at home will byde
And latte Rowlande thedire ryde...' (182-85)
Although a pragmatic king probably ought to consider such things as the governmen-
tal fate of his country, listening to Ganelon is always a bad idea, as the contemporary
audience would be well aware. Ganelon seeks Roland's death in order to lay claim to
his lands, and the instinct for self-preservation he triggers in Charles is a subtler ver-
sion of his own material greed. As God's chosen warrior, Charles should not hesitate
when ordered into the fray, and he most certainly should not make any attempt to
preserve his life if God sees fit to end it. "In medieval thought, true humility consisted
in recognizing one's lowly condition compared with God's greatness, one's need to
surrender oneself completely to the dictates of the divine Will, and one's total depen-
dence upon grace" (Brault 1: 97). This concept of Humilitas was the ultimate mark of
Christian faith.
When Roland and three of his companions are captured after the first battle, they
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continue to fight with great fury: "Walde never no Crystyn knyghte thethyn flee /
Thoghe that he wyste ryghte there to dye" (367-68). These four resign themselves to,
and feel honored by, the prospect of dying for their God, if such is God's intention.
Fortunately for them, God wants them to survive this encounter. The sultan, courte-
ous like any worthy noble, feeds the Franks well and suggests that they should re-
nounce their faith and turn to that of Muhammad, incidentally mistaking Roland for
Charles. Roland corrects him and counter-suggests that Arabas and his men should
embrace the Trinity. The sultan laughs, telling him that the Christian God must have
no power, since His symbols were so easily burned when he first sacked the city.
Arabas commands one of his men to fetch a crucifix from a nearby church and
throw it into the fire in order to prove the inefficacy of the God who already seems to
have abandoned the Franks:
The Sowdane saide, 'Now sail ye see
What myghte es in a rotyn tree
That youre byleve es in.
I darre laye my lyfe full ryghte
That of hymselfe he hase no myghte
Owte of this fire to wyn.
How solde he than helpe another man
That for hymselfe no gyn ne kan,
Nother crafte ne gyn?' (436-44)
Arabas' plan, however, backfires: as the Christians pray, the cross lies cold in the fire,
actually dousing any flames that approach it. Finally the cross cracks, and "a fire than
fro the crosse gane frusche / And in the Sarasene eghne it gaffe a dosche" (469-70).
While the Saracens are blinded, the Franks kill the sultan and anyone else they can
find, escaping on a quartet of horses supplied "thorow Goddis grace" (494). When
they arrive at St. Denis and stop to thank God, the horses disappear, thereby proving
their miraculous origin.
Because God has obviously not forsaken the Franks, His permitting the deaths or
39,996 Christians is unmistakably a reproach for Charles' reluctance to risk his own
person in combating the Saracens. God need not worry that the message might still be
unclear to Charles; He has a very persuasive ambassador in Archbishop Turpin. When
Roland tells him the sad news, Turpin casts aside his miter and other symbols of his
office, vowing that he will instead arm himself as a warrior and take vengeance on the
Saracens. He goes to Charles, supported by an army of clergymen, and demands that
the king send troops to Milan. Charles, again advised by Ganelon, wavers, rousing
Turpin's anger: "Alle the false councell that touches the crown / Here gyffe I tham
Goddis malyson, / Both in lyfe and lyme" (682-84). The Archbishop excommuni-
cates Charles, and the ecclesiastical army besieges him in Paris until he capitulates.
Although ecclesiasts were supposed to promote peace, Turpin not only commands
Charles to go to war, but also does most of the slaying himself. Such actions were
bizarrely incongruous with the traditional and sanctioned role of churchmen, but not
with the documented deeds of historical clergymen. Carolingian capitularies from the
middle of the eighth century document the Church's official disapproval of clerics
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carrying any kind of secular weapons (Martindale 151). Barber, however, cites the
noted battle prowess of the early thirteenth-century bishop Philip of Beauvais — in
his time, clerics were forbidden to carry swords and other edged weapons that could
draw blood, but maces and clubs were approved (Reign 28). When Bishop Odo of
Bayeaux accompanied his brother William on his invasion of England, he is known to
have wrapped his mace with cloth so as not to draw blood; a well-aimed (or even a
not-so-well-aimed) blow could crush a man's skull or cause internal hemorrhaging
that generally proved fatal. Turpin goes beyond this, hacking Saracens in half with an
actual edged weapon.
Turpin's violation of this very important prohibition would seem to prevent his
being viewed as a favorable representation of the medieval clergy. In addition to fight-
ing, he demands God's assistance without any semblance of humility and petulantly
rebukes the Virgin for her part in the initial failure at Milan:
'A, Mary mylde, whare was thi myght
That thou lete thi men thus to dede be dighte
That wighte and worthy were?
Had thou noghte, Marye, yitt bene borne,
Ne had noghte oure gud men thus bene lorne.
The wyte is all in the...' (547-55)
The concept of Humilitas dictates humble acceptance of God's work. In this scene,
however, Turpin resembles the Saracens in most of the romances (although not
Melayne), who smash their idols in furious disillusionment when they are defeated.
When compared with Charles, however, Turpin is revealed as an ultra-positive
portrayal of ecclesiastical power. The Charles of the romance's early scenes (before
Turpin puts the fear of God into him) is painted as somewhat lazy and easily swayed,
failing to live up to the standards of either Christian or Germanic kingship. When his
vassal Alantyne begs for help, Charles puts his own life before those of his vassal's
people, thus violating the reciprocity of the feudal relationship. Charles does send a
force, but it is insufficient to defeat the Saracens. When that force is nearly wiped out
and Charles still hesitates to engage in battle, he appears a coward who is not galva-
nized even by the need for vengeance. He fails in his Christianity by ignoring his
heaven-sent dream and by his reluctance to reclaim Christian lands and force the
conversion of any captives he might take in the process. Charles additionally offends
the institution of the Church when he
. . . withowtten wene
At the Byschopp was so tene,
A fawchone hase he drawen.
The Kynge comande his knyghtis kene
The Bischopp for to taa." (709-23)
Turpin, on the other hand, hyperbolically fulfills all the hallmarks of an admi-
rable churchman, especially from the Church's perspective. On discovering Roland
and the other survivors and learning the state of affairs, the Archbishop immediately
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leaps into action, sending a summons "to monke, chanoun, preste and frere / And
badd them . . . / . . . / Come help to feghte one Goddis foo" (620-23). Perhaps by
doing so, he invites other clerics to violate the prohibition against violence, but it falls
to the Church to protect Christendom if the secular warriors fail — or fail even to act.
When Charles, even with Turpin's example of efficient army-raising, still vacillates,
the Archbishop's passionate faith takes control: "And here I curse the, thou Kynge! /
Because thou lyffes in eresye, / Thou ne dare noghte fyghte one Goddes enemy'"
(687-89).
Excommunication having convinced Charles to change his attitude, the Chris-
tian army arrives at Milan. Turpin, apparently having resumed his vestments—it may
be that casting them aside before seizing a weapon negates his crime—performs Mass,
and God shows his approval of the pending battle by miraculously supplying bread
and wine for the ceremony. Donning armor, Turpin dashes into the fray, accumulat-
ing more kills for the day than those of his comrades who fight for their livelihoods.
Despite his wounds, he refuses to eat, drink, or receive medical attention, citing the
example of Christ's Passion: "Criste for me sufferde mare. / He askede no salve to His
sare, / Ne no more sail I this tyde" (1345-47). Significantly, Turpin is the only Chris-
tian warrior to face the Saracen champion, Arabaunt, and survive. To return to the
subject of trial by combat, perhaps the previous Christian losses to Arabaunt denote
the weak faith of the majority; only those truly inspired by God can triumph over the
evil of the Other.
Turpin's military prowess seems to be a partial manifestation of a clerical fantasy.
Turpin embodies all the powers, spiritual, physical, and political, that the Church of
the Middle Ages desired to hold over the secular nobles. The power struggle between
Turpin and Charles resembles the conflicts between the Church and state over mili-
tary regulations and jurisdiction over warriors. The fantasy element is apparent in that
Turpin emerges hyperbolically victorious. Historically, the warrior class rather seemed
to resent the Church's interference in the secular sphere.
Largely because the baronial wars in Europe frequently left gutted churches in
their wakes, the eleventh-century Church attempted to curb the warrior class's violent
tendencies by instituting the Peace and Truce of God around 1000. The first ecclesi-
astical peace movements, which arose in tenth-century Aquitaine, were actually aimed
at controlling and punishing those clerics who chose to bear secular arms, rather than
secular warriors themselves (Martindale 165). Their actions made it difficult for the
Church to condemn warriors who attacked clerics, since the clerics were armed them-
selves. Having for the most part convinced those of the cloth to lay down their arms,
the Church could take action against those of the secular world who raised their weapons
against the religious.
The Peace of God, first instituted in France in about 980, was an attempt to give
some means of protection to the unarmed sectors of society, namely the clergy and the
peasants (Strickland 70). This act was also an endeavor to curb the baronial wars by
threatening with excommunication those who thought to settle quarrels through force
of arms rather than in the courts of justice (Barber, Knight2')l). The Peace forbade
the destruction of crops, mills, and churches and the stealing or killing of livestock.
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Ravaging the countryside, however, was an essential and widespread method of fur-
nishing supplies for hungry troops, and especially useful when the lands to be ravaged
were the enemy's (Strickland 70). Those warriors who may have been willing to re-
frain from attacking noncombatants were unlikely to abandon this mainstay of war-
time survival.
The Peace having failed, the Truce of God (c. 1020) was a second attempt on the
part of the Church to check knightly violence. This time the Church prohibited war-
fare between the knighthood during holy periods on certain religious feasts and be-
tween specific days of the week. In its most extreme manifestation, this act permitted
fighting only from dawn on Monday till sunset on Wednesday (Strickland 71). Obvi-
ously, the practicalities of warfare necessitated that the knighthood violate these re-
strictions, and their indignation that the Church should take such an aggressive step
toward interfering in secular law perhaps prompted them to do so with glee.
Thwarted in reality, the Church could have created propaganda like Melaynes
Turpin to promote sympathy and respect for ecclesiasts—and their causes; although
opposed to war in general, the Church was always happy to exploit the warriors' vices
in campaigns against the heathens. "Melayne employs just the kind of images, inci-
dents and attitudes that were the mainstay of medieval crusading propaganda" dis-
seminated by the Church (Shepherd 118). The argument between Turpin and Charles,
in which the Archbishop is so obviously in the right, gives evidence for the impor-
tance of clerical control over matters of government and war (surely a veiled desire of
the Church throughout the Middle Ages). Charles, the secular noble, betrays both his
vassals and his faith when he values his own life too highly. Since the poet could not
go so far as to vilify Charlemagne (who is, after all, Charlemagne), the blame for his
selfish decisions is transferred to Ganelon, the archetypal traitor.
Even though he is advised by "false councell" (682), Charles' attitude and lack of
admirable action in this scene—indeed, his paying attention to Ganelon at all—lead
the audience to a vital understanding: kings are fallible. Whether acting on their own
or influenced by perfidious advisors, secular rulers, even God's chosen, exhibit the
propensity for error. Knights would be foolish to follow these men, since the rulers are
not likely to be acting for the best interest of anyone but themselves. Clergy, on the
other hand, are representatives of God who live holy lives without sin; they have
somehow been cleansed of their capacities for misdeeds. A knight who follows the
Church could be certain that his actions promoted his own spiritual welfare, as well as
the serenity of all Christendom.
In defeating Charles on the matter of sending an army, Turpin assumes the role of
a warrior while employing the weapons of a cleric. The Archbishop has traded his
miter and crosier for helmet and sword in preparation for the battle he encourages,
but he approaches Charles unarmed and in ecclesiastical garb. When the angry king
draws a sword to threaten Turpin, displaying irrationality undesirable in a ruler, the
Archbishop suddenly becomes secular as he steal a sword from a squire's hand. He
intimidates Charles and his men enough to stave off a skirmish, reclaiming his clerical
pacifism. His final ploy, which achieves victory, utilizes the Church's favored weapon,
that of spiritual extortion: by excommunicating Charles, he effectively strips the king
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of authority. No good Christian knight would be able to follow Charles' commands
with a clear conscience, and the king himself would be wracked with anxiety over the
questionable fate of his immortal soul. Finally receiving wholesome advice from Duke
Naimes, his wisest knight, Charles asks forgiveness, bowing to the will of God as
represented by the Church.
On the battlefield, Turpin becomes the preeminent warrior, claiming the life of
many a Saracen. His martial skills far surpass those of the other knights, demonstrated
by his rather easy defeat of Arabaunt in a merciless style:
Turpyn strake hym so sekerly
Thurgh the breste bone all plenerly
A lange yerde and more
That ded he daschede to the grounde
The Bischopp than lighte full apertly
And off he hewes his hede in hy... (958-65)
Turpin is a churchman who demands the warriors' respect. His virility dispels the
perception of a passive Church controlled by effeminate monks who couldn't defend
themselves from a mosquito, much less from hordes of belligerent pagans. Archbishop
Turpin is God's scourge, and not to be crossed. His character is rather hypermasculine,
as he first rails at Mary (the feminine Church) for her quiescence in the face of the
Saracens and then terrorizes the battlefield with his penetrative weapon. This prob-
lematic clergyman seems to overturn every behavior proscribed for clerics, and yet
Turpin is "the floure of presthode" (1583).
Although such contradictions are widespread throughout The Sege ofMelayne,
they do paint an informative picture of the relationship between the Church and the
nobility and between Christianity and Islam in the Middle Ages—or at least, a picture
about which much can be speculated. Assuming the clerical authorship suggested by
most critics, the romance can easily be read as manipulative propaganda intended to
promote trust in the Church over secular rulers and to instill and maintain in the
audience a sense of moral and spiritual superiority over the people of Islam. The
exaggerated Otherness of the poem's Saracens amplified Christian distrust of Arabic
peoples and the overstated inefficacy of the Prankish king, perhaps the greatest of
European rulers, encourages an unquestioning obedience to the ecclesiastical powers.
The Church satisfied its desire for dominion by using popular literature like The Sege
ofMelayne to perpetuate a falsehood and undermine a legend.
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BERTHE MORISOT: A LIFE OF CROSSED BOUNDARIES
AND EXCEPTIONS
BY ERIN E. GYOMBER '99
Morisot is an interesting case. A bourgeois woman who prided herself on her
elegant and fashionable clothes, a mother and a wife who valued both these
roles, a painter and a colleague of the Impressionists, she was able to use her
vision of the world to create a body of work, which, while indicating her tenacity
and strength in being able to manipulate her circumstances to her advantage,
also reflected the dominant, often stereotypical constructions of femininity of her
time.
—Adler and Card 102.
Berthe Morisot is indeed an interesting case. Her life was one of negotiated bound-
aries and exceptions that included only herself: a woman artist when that was not
socially possible, a working mother when the term did not exist, a modern woman
confined to certain private spaces, a founding, cutting-edge member of the Impres-
sionist movement, a model for Manet. She continues to negotiate boundries today: Is
she forgotten because of sexism or because she did not have a talent or output similar
to Manet or Degas? She was/is limited by who she was, who she knew, what she
painted, how much those paintings sold for and to whom. We may never know the
truth about Morisot or how she felt about crossing these boundaries, overcoming the
limitations of her sex, class, and her place in history, but an exploration of them will
lead to a more complete portrait of Berthe Morisot and her world.
Considering the character of your daughters... my teaching will not endow
them with minor drawing room accomplishments; they will become paint-
ers. Do you realize what this means? In the upper class milieu to which you
belong, this will be revolutionary, I might almost say catastrophic. Are you
sure you will not come to curse the day when art, having gained admission
to your home now so respectable and peaceful, will become the sole arbiter
of the fate of two of your children? (Rouart 14)
Joseph Guichard, the second teacher of Berthe and Edma Morisot, was not entirely
correct when he wrote to Mme Morisot. One daughter would escape the clutches of
knowing too much about art for her own good through marriage. However, Berthe
Morisot would remain entangled in the art world for her entire life, and, in fact, her
mother would curse her daughter's talent in and involvement with this world. Morisot
was a woman painter in a time when the phrase was an oxymoron. One of the few
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paintings that portray a working woman artist from the time is Edma's Berthe Morisot
Painting. In it, Berthe Morisot confronts a canvas with dirty brushes and an intense
glare. She is a painter, not simply a woman painting. It is a picture quite unlike Manet's
Portrait of Eva Gonzales , painted only a few years later, which portrays Eva Gonzales,
a contemporary painter, looking out from the canvas dressed in a sitting gown and
painting a picture already framed and decorated. A woman could not be a painter and
a painter could not be a woman in early nineteenth century France. Clearly, not even
the wardrobe was the same. However, Berthe Morisot lived the duality. What were the
societal circumstances that made the idea of a woman artist impossible? How did
Morisot negotiate this line, one that seemed to be so clearly drawn, but which she
continually crossed and recrossed?
First, upper-class society had clearly drawn boundaries between male and female,
separating the two genders into entirely distinct spheres. Men did not negotiate the
domestic sphere and women did not enter the public sphere. The cult of true woman-
hood valued piety, domesticity, and purity. Though men held the knowledge of soci-
ety and were rational, precise beings, women were expected to be the moral founda-
tion of the home and were almost entirely controlled by their emotions, good only to
be mothers and wives. A woman's primary duty to herself, her parents, and society,
was to get married. She was, of course, good for little else. Society looked to science to
support these divisions, seen as natural and unavoidable.
In nineteenth-century France, women were widely considered to be physi-
ologically less capable of rational thought than men and also to be more
given to emotionalism and superficiality. Also biologically determined, it
was believed, was woman's "natural" bent toward humility and obedience, a
condition that explained her lack of originality, determined her imitative
rather than creative abilities, and inevitably undermined any effort that she
might make as an artist. (Broude 152)
Scientific experiments proved that white men's brain cavities were the largest of both
genders and all races, and that their frontal lobes, where rationality supposedly origi-
nated, were "much more beautiful and voluminous" (Broude 152). Medical studies
found that if women were educated, their constitutions would weaken or they would
become barren because their brains had been overdeveloped. The "indisputable or-
ganic inferiority of feminine genius ... [had] been confirmed by decisive experiment,
even in the fine arts, and amidst the concurrence of the most favourable circum-
stances" (Broude 153). Other aspects of society also were easily divided into mascu-
line and feminine spheres. Nature and science were dichotomized. The feminine na-
ture was "to be unveiled, exposed, and penetrated even in her 'innermost chambers'"
by the masculine science (Broude 152). Thus, women could not be creative because it
was not biologically possible.
These ideas about women's brains and their biological dispositions manifested
themselves in the education of both sexes.
[M]ost public statements argued for a separate and different schooling for
boys and girls, based not only on their different natures but on their con-
comitant social roles... girls were to be groomed for a life of domestic re-
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sponsibility, motherhood, appropriate servitude, piety, and gende accom-
plishment in those arts deemed suitable, such as needlework, watercolour,
and singing — les artesfemmes. (Adler and Garb 10)
Girls were educated, but not about things that would tax their brains or encourage
them in fields deemed unsuitable for those who were to become wives, mothers, and
hostesses. Too much learning, according to contemporary opinion could "only serve
to detract from [a woman's] happiness and the happiness of those around her"
(Higonnet, BertheMorisot78). Art education, though, was encouraged in certain fields.
It was acceptable for girls to learn watercolour, among other arts, to have a drawing
room skill as long as it did not "take precedence over the sacred obligations of woman"
(Higonnet, BertheMorisotTS). It was not acceptable for a woman to aspire to do more
than paint little pictures for her own home, and the exclusion of women from formal
systems of art education prevented public success. There was a "systematic exclusion
of women from proper artistic training, whether through the apprenticeship system
or within the academy, and the crucial prohibition against women drawing the nude
model" (Stapen 87). The Ecole des Beaux-Arts, the art academy in Paris, did not
accept women. The only way around such social conventions was to hire a private
tutor, and even then, "only those whose private tutors regarded such study as suitable
[a classical education]... would have been schooled in that range of material from
which much of the subject matter of art was drawn" (Garb 6). Thus, women could
work around the prohibitions, but only if their social class allowed them this option.
This was the social climate that Berthe Morisot somehow managed to negotiate.
Her parents were surprisingly supportive of their daughters' forays into art. In fact,
the first lessons were intended to produce a sketch for each girl to give their father.
Though Yves Morisot, the oldest Morisot daughter, stopped taking lessons, Berthe
and Edma continued to do so. They progressed through several teachers, copied paint-
ings in the Louvre, and exhibited at several Salons. The two sisters were a team de-
voted to careers in art in time when "[s] ingle women were 'excess' human beings who
had not fulfilled their womanly destinies" (Higonnet, Berthe Morisot 51). Finally, in
1869 at the age of thirty (late for the time), Edma married and broke the support
system that both sisters had depended on. This began a tumultuous period in Morisot's
life. Both sisters were torn about the marriage which took Edma away from the family
home. Berthe felt, for the first time, alone in the world with her art. The separation
started a flurry of correspondence that clearly demonstrates the norms of the time
period. Edma missed Berthe and their artistic life: "I am often with you, my dear
Berthe. In my thoughts I follow you about in your studio, and wish that I could
escape, were it only for a quarter of an hour, to breathe that air in which we lived for
many long years" (Rouart 27). Berthe replied: "Come now, the lot you have chosen is
not the worst one. You have a serious attatchment (sic), and a man's heart utterly
devoted to you. Do not revile your fate. Remember it is sad to be alone; despite
anything that may be said or done, a woman has an immense need of affection" (Rouart
28). And again, conflicted about which path is best, but coming down eventually on
the side of marriage: "Men incline to believe that they fill all of one's life, but as for
me, I think that no matter how much affection a woman has for her husband, it is not
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easy to break with a life of work... Do not grieve about painting. I do not think it
worth a single regret" (Rouart 29). However, Berthe missed her sister extremely and at
every occasion painted her as if to fix Edma within her mind's eye, and perhaps give
her the freedom she could not take for herself.
At this time, Mme Morisot began to push Berthe to get married as well. Though
she had always been supportive of Berthe's art and had encouraged her daughter and
chaperoned her to lessons and the Louvre, a societal necessity at the time, now, Berthe
wrote that her mother "had no more confidence in my talent and she believed me
incapable of ever doing anything serious" (Higonnet, Berthe Morisot 82). Berthe con-
tinued to paint and continued her relationships with other Impressionist painters,
including Manet and Degas. However, as time passed, Mme Morisot became more
insistent and even began providing suitors for Berthe. After a bad evening with Berthe
rejecting one of these suitors, Mme Morisot wrote to Edma:
Everyone thinks it is better to marry, even making concessions, than to
remain independent in a position that is not really one. We must consider
that in a few more years she will be alone, she will have fewer ties than now;
her youth will fade, and of the friends she supposes herself to have now,
only a few will remain. (Rouart 65-66)
Berthe did not marry one of the men her mother paraded before her, but in 1874
(when she was thirty-three) Eugene Manet, brother to her celebrated and controver-
sial friend Edouard Manet, courted her. In December of that same year, they were
married. The Manets and the Morisots had been mingling in the same social circle for
years, and so one wonders at the motivation for Berthe's marriage. We can only as-
sume it was a positive one from Berthe's own words. She wrote to her younger brother
that she had "entered the positive stage of life" with her marriage (Rey 58). She also
stopped painting Edma. Virtually no paintings of her sister are found after Berthe's
marriage (Kessler 28). Finally, she had fulfilled part of society's expectations for her
and could maybe have a moment's rest.
How did Morisot's painting survive her marriage when it did not survive Edma's?
One can do little more than speculate, but Morisot continued painting and Eugene
was a strong supporter of her efforts. At one point in her career, the family was in Italy
vacationing and Julie, the couple's only child, became ill and could not be moved back
to France. This happened right around the time of an Impressionist exhibit. Eugene
boarded the train and went back to Paris himself to organize her selections and super-
vise their hanging. This devotion to his wife's artistic career is surprising for a man of
his time, but Morisot certainly could not have had it any other way.
The marriage between Eugene and Berthe was a good one for both of them. Soon
after they were married, Berthe began to long for a child. Though protected now by
marriage, the idea that Berthe could be a mother and an artist was again a foreign one.
Surely after the birth of a child, she would stop her foolish painting. Julie Manet was
born in November 1878. Though she did not exhibit in the Impressionist show of
1879, Morisot's most frequent model became her daughter. Far from slowing Morisot's
work, Julie seemed to push it to a new level. Morisot had painted pictures of mothers
and children before, frequently of Yves and Edma with their children. These por-
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trayed seemingly traditional ideas about motherhood. In The Cradle , Edma seems
absorbed in her new daughter, even imitating her position, hand resting by her ear.
Mother and daughter are clearly connected although there is no physical touch ex-
changed. Edma simply watches her daughter sleep, intrigued. For Morisot and Julie it
would be different.
One of the first pictures illustrates this: The Wet Nurse Angele Feeding Julie Manet.
One of the first, obvious differences is that Morisot, the mother, is not in this picture.
She is making the picture, a working mother. The woman in the picture, feeding Julie
in a traditionally maternal pose, "mother" and infant joined physically, is a "seconde
mere or wet nurse, " but she is not the mother (Nochlin 237). She is performing this
mothering "as work, for pay, in a way that is eminently not natural but overtly social
in its construction" (Nochlin 235). Her dress and cap, the hat with ribbons, the only
part of the painting that grounds us in some plane, all signify her status as employee.
Morisot makes it clear that she, the painter, is the mother.
The way the painting is composed can lead one to consider Morisot's situation.
She is a working mother in a world where children are the only work women should
do, where traditional images of mothers and children show physical connection, two
as a connected one. How would she deal with this, something she could never show
for herself and Julie, even in the two self-portraits that contain her daughter where
mother is holding a sketch pad, not the child? Here one could look at the picture and
comment on its disjuncture, the way the figures seem to melt into each other. The
woman's face is obscured by the short brushstrokes. The woman, in fact, is barely
there. Several critics comment on Julie, that "only the round and rosy Julie coheres,"
but I do not agree with that (Higonnet, Berthe Morisot 159). She too melts into the
nurse, their dresses are seemingly one, and her other arm is absorbed into the woman.
This reflects the confusion Morisot felt. Her daughter, her painting could in no way
equal the set images of physical closeness of mother and child. Mother and daughter
had to be two separate beings, but throughout the rest of Morisot's painting career, we
see that the two remained close. This painting began "the most extensive and pro-
found visual exploration we have of a mother-daughter relationship" (Higonnet, Berthe
Morisot 160). Julie was Morisot's favorite model.
A similar painting, Julie with her Nurse, made later the same year, does focus on
Julie. Here her face has distinct characteristics while the nurse blends into the back-
ground. One could say that this painting focuses on the "round and rosy Julie," as
would a majority of the paintings done by Morisot for the rest of her life. These
include images of the father-child bond (another infrequent subject) in Eugene Manet
and his Daughter at Bougival and Eugene Manet and his Daughter in the Garden, as well
as images that chronicle Julie's development into womanhood, ending with Julie Manet
and her Greyhound Laertes, one of the last paintings Morisot painted. Morisot was able
to paint and be a mother because she allowed there to be adjustments to the relation-
ship. Her upper class status also helped because she could hire a wet nurse to help her
take care of Julie. Morisot did not set out to change the world of motherhood, she
simply adjusted it to fit her situation. She made herself an exception, just as she had
when she married Eugene. Being married and painting was not acceptable; being a
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mother and painting was not acceptable. Berthe Morisot did both.
Morisot then fit into the personal world of marriage and motherhood by making
an exception for herself. She did not set out to change what was social practice at the
time, but "worked within diese structures and used them to [her] advantage" (Edelstein
38). Morisot, along with other women painters, also adjusted the ideas about moder-
nity that were widespread in art and literary circles. The epitome of the modern man
was the flaneur, invented by Charles Baudelaire. The flaneur was to inhabit the world,
his only job to absorb and experience the modern. He was to walk the streets, sit in
the cafes, talk with the people, experience the daily, hectic pace of the modern life. He
had money and freedom and, most importantly, he was always male. The modern
artist was to express the life of the flaneur in his painting. The modern scenes were the
public ones (Adler and Garb 80). What was woman to Baudelaire, definer of the
modern? "[A] kind of idol, stupid perhaps, but dazzling and bewitching" (Broude
149).
For Morisot, because of her class and gender, the modern as defined by Baudelaire
was not accessible. She had to be chaperoned constantly. Mme Morisot had accompa-
nied her daughters to their lessons and to the Louvre. Later Eugene accompanied
Berthe. An unescorted woman had questionable morals. Plus, the social spaces de-
fined as modern, bars, cafes, the streets, were not accessible to women of Morisot's
social class ever, even escorted. Modern spaces were simply not spaces that Morisot
had access to. Women were cut off from the modern, the city. Morisot's images of the
modern then, are images of an upper class feminine modern and illustrate this separa-
tion.
On the Balcony is one painting that illustrates the concept of the woman and child
removed from modern spaces. In it a woman and a child, Edma or Yves and Jeannie or
Paule, stand at a railing overlooking a city. The woman is absorbed in her own thoughts
and seems to be looking at her child. The little girl stands, hands on the bars of the
railing, staring out to the city beyond. In Artist's Sister at a Window, Edma sits in a
chair before an open balcony door which reveals other balconies and a railing. She is
not looking outside, however, but is absorbed in her own thoughts, playing with the
fan on her lap. In both paintings, woman is literally removed from the city and barred
from entering it. It does not even occupy her thoughts. Morisot shows that the woman's
modern space is not the city. Instead, Morisot found her modern in the midst of her
own life. Modern was gardens, public and private, and vacation homes removed from
the city.
A popular modern woman's image of the time was the woman at the ball. Various
artists portrayed upper class women in loges or waiting dressed in spaces that could be
theatres. Morisot has these images too, but they are clearly situated not in the public
view, but in the home. In Woman in Black and Young Woman Dressed for the Ball, both
models are clearly dressed up to be going to social, public spaces. However, the back-
grounds situate them within a home still. Morisot paints them waiting to go to the
ball or theatre, not already there. She removes the woman from the public gaze, the
male gaze, and instead places her in her own space, the space of the home, the private
areas of modern life. Morisot's images were what she saw in her everyday life. Though
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critics "repeatedly suggested that Morisot's work suffered from exhibition and be-
longed instead to a secluded domain" because her subjects was the woman's private
sphere, Morisot insisted on her version of the modern and continued to show her
works (Higonnet, "Imaging Gender" 150).
In a society where women were discouraged from entering the art world, Berthe
Morisot was part of the founding group of a new movement: Impressionism. This
new movement in art flouted the convention of the time, and without meaning to do
so, partially enfranchised women in their movement. They rejected the Ecloe des
Beaux-Arts which would not admit women. They rejected classical painting which
valued the nude that women could not paint. They made the equipment smaller and
portable to work out of doors; now women could carry it or put it in a closet. The
paintings were made to hang on the walls of homes, not churches or palaces which did
not recognize women as painters. The Impressionists "had changed the definition of
'high art' in a way that included—just barely—the way women worked" (Higonnet,
Berthe Morisot 100-101). Of course there were still boundaries for Morisot to work
around, including the flaneur concept and the public modern spaces. However, she
was a better fit for Impressionism than most of the men in the movement, at least
according to critics.
Teodor de Wyzewa [a contemporary critic], for example, claimed that the
marks made by Impressionist painters were expressive of qualities intrinsic
to women. He saw the use of bright and clear tones as a parallel to the
lightness, the fresh clarity, and the superficial elegance which make up a
woman's vision and declared: "Only a woman has the right to rigorously
practice the Impressionist system, she alone can limit her effort to the trans-
lation of impressions." (Adler and Garb 64)
In fact, Morisot was the perfect Impressionist: a female painter practicing a feminine
art. Her paintings were "constantly praised by critics of her period for qualities that
these same critics objected to in the work of her male colleagues" (Broude 151). This
placed Morisot in a precarious position. Because the techniques of Impressionism
were considered feminine and because she was considered the perfect fit for Impres-
sionism, she was frequently thought to have little talent because the qualities were
intrinsic to her nature as woman. Her transient moments, quick brushstrokes, light
colors, and subject matter, although techniques for others to master and demonstrate,
were innate, and not a talent. Paul de Gharry, a contemporary critic, declared in 1880
that her interest in not finishing a painting to academic standards was understandable
because she "is a woman, consequently capricious; unhappily she acts like Eve by
biting the apple and finding it unpleasant too soon" (Lindsay 14). This idea that
woman was the perfect Impressionist/impression was also dangerous because it al-
lowed the woman to become the painting, removing even more purpose and direction
from her art. In 1902, critic Andre Fontainas wrote of Morisots work:
The woman displays no belief in superiorities; indeed she has confronted
nothing, except herself. By an intuition, rather than by a usurping will, her
brush ingeniously attracts to itself every delicate universal marvel, and we
know, henceforward, that the palpitating pulp of flowers, the murmuring
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fronds, and the silences of water in summer gardens, the shivering atmo-
sphere of calm clear days, equal in ecstacy... the frail colored radience of her
face and eyes, the sighing inflexions of her supple voice, her gazes, the trem-
bling agitation of her splendid bosom. She is, in festive nature, the inevi-
table center, luminous and divine. (Higonnet, "Imaging Gender" 151)
Was this, or any of the other comments, praise? The critics discounted Morisots work
because she was a woman. She did not have talent, she simply had control of the
intrinsic female qualities that every woman had. Her painting was simply an expres-
sion of that, not of talent, hard work, or accomplishment.
To seek to explain the stylistic characteristics of Impressionism with refer-
ence to'Temininity" is to imply that Morisot did not exert a sufficient de-
gree of conscious control over her working practices, and that her "style" is
the unconscious expression of self. In the case of her male colleagues, how-
ever, due recognition is given to their exploration of certain aesthetic and
political choices, which resulted in a particular way of knowing. (Adler and
Garb 64)
Thus Morisot fit Impressionism and Impressionism fit Morisot, but it also was a way
for critics to discount her work, to negate another woman artist because of special
circumstances. Still, Morisot seemed to care little for what critics said. She exhibited
in every Impressionist exhibit but one; sold her work with the other artists through
dealers and the Impressionist auction and continued to paint almost until the day she
died. Morisot thought of herself as an Impressionist and she fit right into their circle.
From almost the beginning of her artistic career, Morisot knew the circle of Im-
pressionists and was accepted socially by them. She met Manet in the Louvre and
eventually married his brother. Monet, Renoir, and Degas all knew her. She was in-
volved in the establishment of the first Impressionist exhibit and considered a major
part of the group and a founding member. Although she could not join them in the
cafes and boulevards of Impressionist life, "[t]he regular salons held in haut bourgeois
circles served as a bridge between two worlds generally conceived of at this date as
being entirely separate, the 'woman's' world of the home and the 'man's' world of
business and commerce" (Adler and Garb 29). Edma wrote to Berthe after she had
married, "Your life must be charming at this moment, to talk with M. Degas while
watching him draw, to laugh with Manet, to philosophize with Purvis [Pierre Purvis
de Chuvannes, a veteran Salon artist]" (Stuckey 28). However, no matter how much
she was a part of their world, she was not portrayed as such. She is not seen in Henri
Fantin-Latour's The Batignolles Studio nor his Homage to Delacroix, though she was
aquainted with almost everyone in the picture. She was a woman, after all.
Morisot and Manet had a relationship that was often speculated about. She was
known more as a model for several of his paintings before she was known as a painter
in her own right. Le Repos and The Balcony were seen as risque at the time, although
not as risque" as Manet's Olympia, because of the popular beliefs about models and
because of Morisots social class. No one knows how these paintings were done, but
one can assume that Morisot was chaperoned. Still, some believe that Manet and
Morisot were more than friends and professional acquaintances. Le Repos was particu-
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larly risque because of Morisot's pose. A woman reclining in such a comfortable way
should not have been portrayed in a painting. It was thought that such relaxation
should only be seen by one's husband or family. Morisot was perceived as dirty and of
low morals by critics. She was also looked down upon for her gaze in The Balcony
because it was too direct and sultry for a young middle-class woman (Adler and Garb
28). Morisot is also often thought to be a pupil of Manet's, but there is no proof of
this. Though some insist that Morisot was strongly influenced by Manet, "it remains
unclear who influenced whom" (Stuckey 41). This idea is possibly one perpetuated
because a woman artist of the time would certainly never have been able to influence
a male artist. However, it is more likely that they influenced each other. Morisot and
Julie were also painted by Renoir and Eugene was painted by Degas, possibly as a
wedding present for the couple. All Impressionists admired Morisot's work and wanted
to own it. Manet, Monet, Degas, Renoir, and Cassatt all purchased something by
Morisot at some point in her career (Rey 24). Even in death they cared for her; her
memorial exhibition in 1896 was supervised by Claude Monet, Pierre-Auguste Renoir,
Edgar Degas, and Stephane Mallarme (Stuckey 15).
If Morisot was involved in the Impressionist circle, a master of Impressionist tech-
niques, a creator of a woman's place in the modern, and able to overcome the con-
straints of motherhood and womanhood, why isn't she remembered? Why does every
art student not name her among Renoir and Degas, two of her friends, or Manet, her
brother-in-law and friend, when they recite the Impressionist circle? Even with the
formation of a feminist art movement that has "rescued" some forgotten women art-
ists, "[i]n recent decades her works have become increasingly unfamiliar (Scott 43).
Some blame her talent:
Morisot was a gifted, original painter; but, although she was too good to
belong to the second rank, one cannot place her unreservedly among the
company of Manet, Monet and other artists of the first rank. There is noth-
ing in her outlook on a level with the former's broad historical ambition or,
in the latter, the willing surrender to the logic of his aesthetic. Nor did her
career have the necessary force or staying power required of a great artist.
We are easiest with Berthe Morisot if we don't ask her to bear too great a
historical burden, and recognize that she is at her best as an artist engaged in
a dialogue with, rather than a wholehearted pursuit of the Impressionist
aesthetic. (Gibson 24)
However, I cannot agree with this. Morisot was on the cutting edge of the Impression-
ist movement; she was a founding member. Critics think she may have influenced
Manet. She painted and was recognized by the Salon and the Impressionists for close
to thirty years. Some blame sexism and praise her talent:
Why else has Morisot always been considered somehow a secondary Im-
pressionist, despite her exemplary fidelity to the movement and its aims?
Why has her very flouting of the traditional "laws" of painting been seen as
a weakness rather than a strength, a failure or lack of knowledge and ability
rather than a daring transgression? Why should the disintegration of form
characteristic of her best work not be considered a vital questioning of Im-
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pressionism from within, a "making strange" of its more conventional prac-
tices? And if we consider that erosion of form to be a complexly mediated
inscription of internalized conflict — motherhood versus profession — than
surely this should be taken as seriously as the more highly acclaimed psychic
dramas of male artists of the period. (Nochlin 241)
However, some would argue that with the rise of women and feminists in the art
history world Morisot should now be recognized and acknowledged. Perhaps sexism
is still controlling the art world. In the first exhibition of Morisot's work in the United
States at the National Gallery in 1990, visitors got to see a seductive Morisot before
they got to see her work: Manet's Le Repos fronted the exhibition (Gordon 110).
All the arguments eventually run together, and we may never know truly why
Morisot is not remembered. I tend to think it is a combination of several factors.
Sexism has indeed played a role. She was not a true painter of the time because she was
a woman. Critics did not linger over her work after her death. Her class played a role.
Morisot did not have to sell paintings for her livelihood; her works were not pur-
chased by museums. Friends bought most of them when she did sell. I think the life
Morisot lived played a large role. She was not out on the boulevards; she was not able
to attend the meetings that set up the Impressionist exhibits; she was a mother and a
wife in a time when that meant everything, even her scandals were short-lived. She
was a private person because that is what society demanded of her: a French bourgeoi-
sie wife, mother, and hostess. She was not canonized with the rest of the Impression-
ists because critics could write off her talent as innate, because she caused no scandals,
because she had no affairs, because she did eventually marry and have a child to fulfill
society's expectations. She was not brash and outspoken, single, American, or a sup-
porter of the new feminist movement like Cassatt. It may seem that there is no reason
to remember Morisot, except for her paintings, because in a world that lives for scan-
dal, she is not worthy to note.
However, I will remember Morisot because of her devotion to her daughter; be-
cause she did not marry until thirty-three and that did not end her career; because
even though she was a woman she was also a cutting edge, founding member of the
Impressionist movement. I will remember her light colors and quick brushstrokes,
her devotion to the Impressionist ideal of the transient moment. I will remember her
self-portrait with her palette. One cannot decide why Morisot was not accorded the
same place as Manet and Degas and Renoir, but maybe we should remember her
among them now.
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BY JEN ZNIDARSIC '99
The traditionally accepted format of the love poem has been historically attrib-
uted to authors such as Petrarch and William Shakespeare, poets who have immortal-
ized the sonnet as the most commonly recognized style of verse in regards to love
poems. Eloquent in language and form, these poems were renowned for their roman-
tic quality and hidden sensuality. While not exclusively utilized by male poets, many
sonnets originated as love poems portraying women as the main objects of affection
through the lovesick eyes of men. Although many readers and critics alike have re-
garded such poems as "superb" works of romantic literature, there exists today a move-
ment away from traditional love poems in order to accommodate the changing soci-
ety in which we live.
Throughout her career as a writer, Adrienne Rich has taken it upon herself to alter
the face of traditional poetry in an effort to appeal to a more diverse audience. As Rich
matured within her relationships and as a writer, so did her poetry. According to
McGuirk, "In the fifties, Rich's love or marriage poems typically presented] a wife- or
lover-poet maturely propounding the wisdom of accepting limits" (68). Her poems
written in the fifties reflected a time in which the sole responsibility of a wife was to
support her husband and care for their children. He continued, "In the sixties, Rich
discover[ed] that "The world breathes underneath our bed" (qtd. in McGuirk 69),
and that the well-wrought lyric poem [could] not accommodate her present experi-
ence in the world" (69). The sixties were a time of great change, confusion, and pro-
test in America. Civil Rights, war, and free-love demonstrations were common across
the nation. As a result, Rich yearned for more depth and a greater statement in her
writing. Finally, "it [was] in the seventies," McGuirk added, "with the development of
a positive feminism and an alternative order to the bourgeois marriage and well-wrought
poem, that Rich [began] to break a path that [led] beyond the lyric of pathos to a
rhetorical lyric practice" (69). Rich had unleashed her feminist notions to the world
and there was no end to her newfound passion.
In an interview with Matthew Rothschild, Rich exclaimed that poetry is, in itself,
a powerful mode of activism. "Through its very being, poetry expresses messages be-
yond the words it is contained in; it speaks of our desire; it reminds us of what we lack,
of our need, and of our hungers. It keeps us dissatisfied" (35). Certainly, Rich has
been a key activist in the battle for women's "liberation," but argues, "you don't make
a political movement simply out of words" (Montenegro 8). Determined to re-vise
literature in an attempt to focus attention on the plight of women, Rich published a
book of poetry entitled The Dream of a Common Language in 1978, in which she
longed for a world filled with the voices of united and powerful women.
Jen Znidarsic is a senior English and economics double major from Cleveland, Ohio. She
is currently a member of Alpha Chi Omega sorority and a senior interviewer for the Office
of Admissions.
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The Dream of a Common Language is, with the exception of one poem
("Nights and Days"), about what has been or is possible among women in
the world as we know it. Its limitations constitute the gap between the infi-
nite of the imaginary and the contradictions of the extant; between the
force of the single, well-exercised will and voice and the long, hard way
toward commonality, of love, of language, of trust. (Broumas 323)
While the title of the collection of poems suggests that this "dream" of a female voice
is unattainable, Rich has introduced "a newly imagined commonality defined by gen-
der and based upon a rejection of men as both readers and lovers" (Diehl 420). It is
inherently a book for and about women, according to McGuirk, but serves its male
readers just the same, as it promotes gender awareness and allows male readers to
glimpse into the history of women, while acknowledging their quest for power and
respect as a community.
At the core of A Dream of a Common Language is the section of "Twenty-One
Love Poems," which actually includes twenty-two poems, formatted as a short story,
documenting a romantic relationship from the initial infatuation to its unfortunate
termination. Much controversy has surrounded the reading of these poems, as they
were intended by Rich to be read as lesbian love poems, rather than simply universal
love poems. While McGann argues that lyric poems are experienced by readers prima-
rily through identification and are, therefore, in a sense "universal," Rich denies this
theory, contending that these poems in particular were written as a social and political
statement and cannot justifiably be read in any other manner.
Responding to two women who read Twenty-One Love Poems with their male
lovers and praised the "universality" of the poems, Rich exclaimed,
I found myself angered, and when I asked myself why, I realized that it was
anger at having my work essentially assimilated and stripped of its meaning,
'integrated' into heterosexual romance. That kind of'acceptance' of the books
seems to me a refusal of its deepest implications, (qtd. in McGuirk 78)
It is readers like these that re-emphasize the issue that Rich has made a strong and
forceful attempt to reconcile—the issue of patriarchy in our society and the woman's
tendency to cooperate with the historical norms and traditions of such a society. Jane
Hedley states that,
In "Twenty-One Love Poems," Rich sought to regender the love poem se-
quence by taking issue not only with its overt agenda but also, at a more
subliminal level, with its formal conventions and figurative strategies, on
behalf of making love or being in love that they have systematically blocked,
(qtd. in Estrin 24)
Through this sequence, Rich has identified the traditional love poem, redefined its
identity, and offered an alternative solution to women forced into silence and submis-
sion in this male-dominated world. Blatantly advocating lesbianism in "Twenty-One
Love Poems" as this solution, she argues that the bond shared by women can negate
the evils posed by a patriarchal society.
If a reader could merely change a few pronouns throughout these poems in order
to read them as the story of a heterosexual love affair, then Rich would not have done
~'Articulate • 1999~~
Jen Znidarsic 37
justice to her re-vision of the love poem. Clearly, the continual references to oppres-
sion, female relationships, lost identity, homelessness, and dreams to gain power set
these poems apart from the traditional love poem. The images portrayed in "Twenty-
One Love Poems" are, arguably, metaphors for the patriarchal society in which Rich
lives and her solutions are presented in the form of dreams and myths, signifying her
prospects of liberation. Although Rich believes that her goals are attainable, she fears
that her fellow womankind will fail to gain the strength needed to free themselves
from the shackles of men. Jean Kennard believes that it is necessary to discover a
manner in which to read and write about literature "that does not reconfirm the uni-
versality of heterosexual experience" (662). Adrienne Rich has done just that.
"Twenty-One Love Poems" begins in a city, with three images: "metal," "disgraces,"
"and the red begonia perilously flashing / from a tenement sill six stories high" (I, 9-
10). The coldness of the male-dominated world has been set as the scene with notions
of "pornography," "vampires," "victimized hirelings," and "garbage" along the streets.
And yet a red flower, bold, thriving, but altogether out of place, is seen high above the
filth and disgraces of the city. This is the first representation of women in these poems,
a symbol of hope and prosperity in a seemingly ugly and dismal world. Rich displays
her loyalty to women and desires for strength when she says, "No one has imagined
us. We want to live like trees, / sycamores blazing through the sulfuric air, / dappled
with scars, still exuberantly budding, / our animal passion rooted in the city" (13-16).
Although man has yet to conceive the notion of women gaining power or desiring to
be with one another, the possibility exists. For women are strong, like trees, and can
weather a storm and survive under the most unbearable conditions in man's city. They
thrive, even after hundreds of years of abuse, much like the tree withstands the uncon-
trollable wrath of mother nature.
The first of the "Twenty-One Love Poems" presents Rich's intense passion for
women and her newfound lover from whom she has gained a sense of power. Poem
"II" continues with the author's adoration for her lover and traces a dream in which
her lover is a "poem." She wants to display her "poem" for all to see, but realizes that
this is merely a dream, or an unattainable goal at this time. "To move openly together
/ in the pull of gravity" (14-16) would defy the normal or traditional male/female
relationship in Rich's patriarchal society. But, Rich is tempted to disregard the con-
ventional, as well as her own anxieties.
In the third poem, Rich feels youthful in her new relationship, as she walks the
streets with her "limbs streaming with a purer joy" (5) now than they did when she
was twenty. Always aware of the hardships that they must face in this love affair, Rich
exclaims, "I touch you knowing we weren't born tomorrow, / and somehow, each of us
will help the other live, / and somewhere, each of us must help the other die" (15-17).
She is confident that future women will not suffer from such discriminations when
involved in a same sex relationship. But, now, it is their job to "kill" the memories and
influences of the past in order to live more freely in the present. Poem "VIII" also
contains the idea of utilizing the mistakes made in history or myth to rectify the
present. The author admits that she is the "descendent" of "the woman who cherished
/ her suffering" (10-11). Refusing to subside, Rich states, "I love the scar-tissue she
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handed on to me, / but I want to go on from here with you / fighting the temptation
to make a career of pain" (12-14). The fantasy images continue in poem "XIII" with
Rich's descriptions of what appears to be a "female world" in which women are "out-
side the law" (15).
As "Twenty-One Love Poems" is arguably one longer poem that consists of twenty-
two sections, the reader is able to detect the increased spirituality and sense of power
that Rich gains as the poem progresses. In the sixth poem, she begins to compare her
body to that of her lovers, focusing on their similar hands. She begins by saying,
"Your small hands, precisely equal to my own— / only the thumb is larger, longer—
in these hands /1 could trust the world" (1 -3). These hands, like women, hold endless
possibilities and can perform the same tasks as a man's, yet are even more powerful;
these female hands can go so far as to perform acts of violence, thus making them
obsolete. Rich is identifying the physical equalities of men and women, but has dis-
covered more compassion and love in the restraint of women.
The only poem that involves actual sexual contact between the two lovers is "THE
FLOATING POEM, UNNUMBERED," "meaning everywhere, meaning despite,"
(325) according to Broumas.
"THE FLOATING POEM" tells not only of a physical intimacy, but of the
place of physical intimacy in an "honorable human relationship—that is,
one in which two people have the right to use the word 'love'" (Women and
Honor.) It is not the physical which defines this love as lesbian, but the
absolute and primary attention directed at the other. (Broumas 326)
This poem "floats" because the sexual aspect of their relationship is ever present, but
does not dominate their relationship. The numbered poems deal more with the ob-
stacles and hardships hindering their relationship, while the physical aspect of their
relationship has always been their ultimate source of power and love. They are beyond
the physical and are searching for their fulfillment outside of their sexuality in the
larger patriarchal community. "The meeting of lovers in 'Twenty-One Love Poems' is
unique because it is on terms which are consciously anti-patriarchal; lovers who are
disloyal to patriarchal civilization strive to free themselves from its attitudes even in
their intimate relations, even in themselves" (Oktenberg 335). Oketenberg went on
to say, "Living in such a world is a paradoxical project for them; they float, unnum-
bered, in a world anchored with numbers" (334).
Discovering one's sexuality is an "accident" that just "happens," according to Rich.
"No one's fated or doomed to love anyone / ...we're not heroines" ("XVII," 1-2). But,
"women should at least know the difference / between love and death" ("XVII," 7-8),
or a relationship with a woman (love) and a man (death). For "only she who says / she
did not choose, is the loser in the end" ("XV," 14-15). Women must make a conscious
effort to choose the path of their life or they will be drawn into the traditional patterns
set forth by the men of society. Women are forever the victims, for no matter which
partner they choose, they are ultimately under the power of men; it is this theory that
Rich so desperately attempts to disprove with her "Twenty-One Love Poems."
There exist only two instances within the sequence of poems in which Rich di-
rectly addresses the fact that this lover to whom she has been referring is, indeed, a
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woman. While some may argue that the remainder of the poems may still be consid-
ered "universal," the poems were written as a sequence and were not meant to be read
separately. Therefore, once again, Rich "means that no man, no work of literature, no
part of patriarchal culture has taken into account the possibility of two women to-
gether, loving each other, and of this as the embryonic beginning of a new, woman-
centered civilization" (Oktenberg 334). However unorthodox a lesbian relationship
may seem to the reader, it was Rich's intention to present such a relationship in an
attempt to break the barriers of tradition, give silent women everywhere a voice, and
to expose the world to the realities of these changing times.
Poems twelve and nineteen directly address the lover of the author to be a woman.
In "XII," Rich states,
But we have different voices, even in sleep, / and our bodies, so alike, are yet
so different / and the past echoing through our bloodstreams / is freighted
with different language, different meanings— / though in any chronicle of
the world we share / it could be written with new meaning / we were two
lovers of one gender, / we were two women of one generation. (11-17)
Raised in the same generation of women, these lovers possess distinct pasts as a result
of their upbringings in a patriarchal society. Neither speaks a common language of
women, as it is yet to be written. But, together, their respective pasts will unite them
to create their own language, a unified language, and a new world in which they can
live freely as lovers. They have found commonality in love, a unifying experience that
will empower them to re-vise the nature of their society.
Similarly, poem "XIX" examines the obstacles faced by the lovers in their male-
dominated society. They have not been altogether successful in their attempt to modify
the existing and traditionally accepted male/female partnership. Disillusioned, Rich
states with a hint of despair, "two women together is a work / nothing in civilization
has made simple, / two people together is a work / heroic in its ordinariness" (12-15).
It is at this point that Rich foreshadowed the failure of their relationship. Yet, by
stating that "two people together is a work," Rich reinforced the fact that the relation-
ship was failing because of their individual differences, and not because a lesbian
relationship was an unlikely or incongruous match. The idea of truly connecting with
another individual, Rich argued, necessitated much effort, most especially in an
"unordinary" situation like theirs.
"Twenty-One Love Poems" is not necessarily Rich's autobiographical account of a
personal relationship. Perhaps this is why many critics have argued that these poems
do, indeed, possess a universal appeal. It is not that a heterosexual individual could
not relate to the poems, their political savvy and powerful transcendence of the "ordi-
nary." However, it is important to note the author's intentions in writing a particular
work when reading his/her literature. Truthfully, to some extent, "almost every poem
[in "Twenty-One Love Poems"] reflect[ed] an image or previous writing by Rich,
simply reverberated" (Oktenberg 339). As Cumpston argued, "She does not pretend
to write universal, transcendent truths. Rather, her poems are a way of understanding
experience" (425). Rich has related her experiences to her readers in hopes that her
voice and message will be heard, that her efforts to construct a "common language"
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will not be made in vain. "Telling women's stories, including her own, mean[t] both
naming the violations and oppressions and retelling the stories that escaped the grasp
of silence, those that had a voice, but no public listener" (Perreault 33).
According to Sandra Runzo,
The most commonly recurring figure throughout Rich's poetry is that of a
solitary female exile who wanders through a hostile world. Rich's terrible
and terrifying revelation is that this wandering woman is the woman in the
home; even when a woman thinks she has a home, she remains, in some
fundamental way, homeless. (136)
Rich's epitomized "home" is a place in which women can live harmoniously with one
another under their own terms, and not those forced upon them by a traditional and
patriarchal society. Her city images in the beginning of "Twenty-One Love Poems,"
constant references to historical incidents, and use of myth indicate that she is search-
ing for a home where all women can finally understand one another and communi-
cate with a single, kindred language. But, until women learn to speak the same lan-
guage, they will remain powerless within "the sacred institutions of family, marriage,
heterosexual romances, that is, the foundations of patriarchal civilization" (Runzo
138).
To Rich, lesbianism is a secret source of power, well kept from most members of
society. Discovering this inherent power, Rich stated:
Even before I wholly knew I was a lesbian, it was the lesbian in me who
pursued that elusive configuration. And I believe it is the lesbian in every
woman who is compelled by female energy, who gravitates toward strong
women, who seeks a literature that will express that energy and strength. It
is the lesbian in us who drives us to feel imaginatively, render in language,
grasp, the full connection between woman and woman. It is the lesbian in
us who is creative, for the dutiful daughter of the fathers in us is only a hack,
(qtd. in Bennett 222)
It is this connectedness to women that was reflected in "Twenty-One Love Poems."
Even in the midst of a painful break-up, Rich referred to that final, dreadful conversa-
tion with her lover in poem "XX" in which she stated sadly,
And this is she
with whom I tried to speak, whose hurt, expressive head
turning aside from pain, is dragged down deeper
where it cannot hear me,
and soon I shall know I was talking to my own soul. (8-12)
Judith McDaniel argues, "The strength in these poems is the discovery of the self in
another, the range of knowing and identification that seems most possible in same sex
love: the encounter of another's pain" (320). This identification with women has al-
lowed Rich to find the strength through the power of her pen to revise and rewrite
"tradition".
With the publication of "When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision" in 1971,
Rich had truly broken new ground in the fight for women's liberation. The article
discussed her belief in the power of words as a form of activism and called upon
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writers everywhere to join her in her process of "re-vision." Advancing in her efforts to
support "liberation," Rich stated:
Re-vision—the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an
old text from a new critical direction—is for us more than a chapter in
cultural history: it is an act of survival. Until we can understand the as-
sumptions in which we are drenched we cannot know ourselves. And this
drive to self-knowledge, for woman, is more than a search for identity: it is
a part of her refusal of the self-destructiveness of male-dominated society.
(90)
Her intention was to have women everywhere re-evaluate their lives—their relation-
ships, language, viewpoints, and past traditions—and abolish the complacency with
which they have simply accepted their "fate." "Twenty-One Love Poems" displayed
her ambitious tendencies concerning activism, as it not only contained deep-seated
political statements, but also involved a lesbian love affair.
The anger expressed by Rich in response to the argument that "Twenty-One Love
Poems" may be read as "universal" was truly justified. All of her beliefs and convic-
tions are completely disregarded when the poems are seen as a heterosexual love affair,
as Rich firmly concludes "heterosexism as an institution that oppresses all women,"
regardless of a woman's choice of partners (Cumpston 424). The Dream of a Common
Language is not just another book of poetry containing a sequence of love poems; it is
a powerful tool with which Adrienne Rich has made a memorable impact upon both
the literary world and the general public. She has introduced the idea of creating a
new tradition in which women hold the primary responsibility of making their own
decisions and choosing their own fates. "Twenty-One Love Poems" is "an appropriate
choice for continuing the theme of power, for in these poems Rich shows us a glimpse
of the power generated by love, specifically the love of women for women" (McDaniel
320). Discovering the power within her to attempt this grave task of re-writing and
re-vision for future generations of women was a feat in itself. Adrienne Rich has truly
proven herself a role model from whom women today must learn in order to thrive
tomorrow.
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"IN 'EXTREMIS'": A COLLISION BETWEEN FREUDIAN
PSYCHOANALYSIS AND MTV
BY ANNA MICKELSEN '99
A Freudian psychoanalytic critique of the music video "extremis," which was con-
ceived and written by the group HAL, might strike the casual reader as a bit bizarre.
However, such a reading offers insight into the way that the unconscious tensions that
drive humanity are represented in a medium that is not often used for critical pur-
poses. Seen through the lens of psychoanalysis, this text presents the drama of female
desire for her father and the struggle between the superego or the "conscience" of
cultural norms to repress this desire, concluding ultimately that her self-fulfillment
within a waking-dream world is outside the bounds of sanity and society.
Video summary:
Bright lights fade into a black and white city scene where brightly lit skyscrapers
predominate. Cars and trucks move in incessant, repetitive patterns along the
street. A man's voice speaks, and a male face appears, superimposed on the build-
ings. Somewhere else, in a place with color, a pale woman lies in bed in a white
room that appears to have no walls or other furniture. This woman seems to be
asleep, and the setting fades from her "reality" to her dream, where she walks
toward a gilded "statue" of a man and woman joined. A voice-over reveals the
thoughts of the sleeping woman. Her eyes and mouth appear in stark contrast to
her skin and the wall-less background, mirroring the "reality" world. At this
point, the "womb-woman, "a woman in a blue, fluid environment, attached by
some kind of cord, appears. She rotates slowly, arms outstretched, and her image
materializes briefly at various times. The dream-woman kisses the male statue,
awakening both man and woman to life; strangely, they "flash " between a vaguely
robotic form and a normal organic form as they move, but only express their
mechanical sides when she is near. A series of interspersed images of a flea, a root
system, and blood cells appear along with the womb-woman and the sleeping
woman, spliced with shots of the sensual statue-couple. Black and white images
of city and male figures also intrude. After voyeuristically viewing their sexual
activity, the dream-woman approaches the couple, and as her dress caresses the
head of the shifting automaton man, he leaves his partner and follows her on his
knees, ultimately rising to confront her. At this moment, the dream returns to
reality, as the over-voice asserts its need to know, feel, and taste the future. The
womb-woman flashes in and out. The statue-man from the dream appears and
wakes the dreamer in "reality." The male voice returns, as does the black and
Anna Mickelsen is a senior English (literature) major from Salt Lake City, Utah, who has
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white cityscape, and the video ends as it began, in a blur of light.
Freud understood that dream material had to be substantially altered or disguised
from its true purpose in order to escape internal censorship on the part of the "con-
science" or "ego ideal," which will "arise [in the subject] from the critical influence of
his parents (conveyed to him by the medium of the voice) to whom were added ... his
fellow men—and public opinion" (Freud, "On Narcissism" 153). Censorship is pro-
vided by both the societally-determined "conscience," which is the ideal self, and the
ego, which mediates between this force and the unconscious and chaotic elements
that have been repressed. The process of displacement, Freud explained, is crucial in
disguising the repressed unconscious material in dreams; elements with a high psychic
value are transferred by overdetermination to new elements with low value as a result
of this internal censorship (Freud, Interpretation 148).
This becomes relevant for "extremis" when the dream-material becomes too bla-
tantly un-censored, threatening to cross the line between conscious and unconscious.
At this point, the ego ideal attempts to reassert control of the dreaming process by
introducing repressers, realized in the dream by figures of patriarchy and technology.
By reasserting its primacy, the ego ideal attempts to legitimize its distance from the
primal desires of the developing ego, enforcing socially and culturally determined
"norms" of behavior. The conflict takes place within the flesh of the automatons, who
remain organic in form as long as the dreamer maintains a safe distance; as soon as she
approaches with the intent to become involved, the ego ideal (associated with the
repressive mechanized world) asserts its authority, appearing in the flesh of the au-
tomaton couple.
The source of all adult psychic anxiety, for Freud, can be traced back to the forma-
tive stage of the identity in childhood, during which the child passes through the
Oedipus complex and into the repressive realm of societal norms. According to Rivkin
and Ryan, Freud proposed that "the female child experiences an early desire for the
father which takes the form of a simultaneous desire to be her mother, to take her
place as the father's sexual object," however, the female child represses this desire in
order to properly develop her gender identity (122). Though that desire has been
repressed (and is in fact at the root of all repression), it still exists in the unconscious.
Freud stresses the necessity of understanding the symbolism of dreams; the fun-
damental symbolic relationships of dream characters provide the key to understand-
ing the content and meaning of a dream (Freud, Interpretation 131-2). Freud, for
example, immediately makes the connection between glistening apples on a tree and
female breasts, emphasizing the infallibility of this association (Freud, Interpretation
138). If, for example, we notice in the dream-text of the video that the dream-woman's
mouth is consistently open and that she is repeatedly shown in a sexually suggestive
way, we might conclude that the openness of her mouth could coincide with her
sexual availability, as the mouth has traditionally been associated with images of the
vagina and the womb. Graciously assuming Freud's mantle of infallibility as an inter-
preter, we naturally conclude that this is indeed a correct interpretation of the dream.
The dream-woman's overt sexuality thus reveals her identity as a creative power, as her
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womanhood is consistently associated with womb and vaginal images that stress her
fertility; her creative power is confirmed when she brings inanimate beings to life and
motion.
Freud also emphasizes the importance of words and phrases that appear in dreams;
there is, he says, "an invariable rule that the words spoken in the dream are derived
from spoken words remembered in the dream-material" (Freud, Interpretation 145).
In the dream world of the video, the words spoken aloud by the dream-woman have
a greater significance than those uttered only by the inner voice, which is demon-
strated by their placement at critical moments of the dream-text—an indicator of the
moment at which her desires exceed the boundaries of social and cultural acceptabil-
ity.
Freud claims that literature is like a dream text, and his essay on "the uncanny" is
an attempt to apply that principle. Freud's belief rests upon the idea that "the heimlich
(the familiar or 'homelike') and the unheimlich (the strange and unfamiliar) are em-
bedded in each other," which means for him that an "uncanny" experience is merely
the resurgence of the familiar repressed material from our unconscious to our con-
scious lives (Gray 59). A sense of the uncanny often occurs when a strange repetition
of events provokes a "gut feeling," but is also present where there is difficulty discern-
ing living beings from dead material, in the psychic "double," in belief of control over
destiny, and "in the belief that the other's gaze can inflict psychic harm, always a
projection of the internal critical gaze" (Gray 59). The sense of the uncanny is played
out in the video through the viewer's difficulty in determining the difference between
dream and reality, between live and automaton flesh, and in the appearance of the
"critical" eye at a pivotal juncture.
The structural frame of the video, a realm of mechanical and male-dominated
activity, also introduces the first conscious presence in the video: a man's head and
voice. This section was shot in black and white, perhaps to convey the dullness and
repetitive motion of the outer world as opposed to the woman's vivid dream world.
Things in this framing world are mechanistic and linear: cars, buildings, and the flow
of traffic. However, the male face on the building walls is within these things or is
embodied by them, and he has the power to enter (if only briefly), the world of the
dreamer, as demonstrated by the intrusion of black and white images into her colorful
dream world. It is this male figure that represents the authority of societally-deter-
mined repression, in its implied participation in the patriarchal structures of society as
expressed by a linear and daunting world of buildings and lights.
The transition from this framework, to the color-ful room in which the woman
sleeps, and from there to the dream-state, is achieved through a blurring of reality en
route to the dreamer's unconscious (which could also potentially stand in for a sort of
universal unconscious). Because the viewer is unclear which of these worlds (frame,
sleeper's, or dream) is actually the "real" world, a strong sense of the uncanny accom-
panies the transitions from frame to dream. This sensation is further augmented by
the intermingling of all three realities within the world of her dream, and an addi-
tional awareness of the uncanny (for the audience) is supplied by the appearance of
humanoid figures whose identity as living beings is uncertain. The action of the video
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centers on the dreamers interaction with these figures.
In the dream-state, she uses the figures to reenact instinctual desires that have
been long repressed, and she does it with an "uncanny" perception of the psychologi-
cal conflict this process involves: "Deep down traumas hound me for days" (HAL 18).
When uncanny moments occur, they do so with the feeling or awareness of repetition
or familiarity, as material that should have remained in the unconscious leaks up into
the realm of the conscious. This line is significant not only in its suggestion of repeti-
tion but also because of the fact that it is spoken within the dream, revealing the fact
that it is a conscious concern which has been carried into the dream realm. It might
almost be conceived as a reverse-uncanny (assisted by the repressive ego); in this case,
material from "outside" the dream, the conscious, has access to the unconscious world
of the dreamer, emphasizing the potentially "traumatic" effects of her dream-actions.
The psychological development of gender identity through the Oedipal experi-
ence is crucial to the development of the dream-text in two ways. First, the visions of
the dreamer represent her displaced desire to achieve her father's physical love in a way
that allows her to escape (at first) the censorship of the ego ideal. By presenting herself
as observer, she initially avoids being censored; however, as she takes an active role, the
awakened figures become not only the embodiment of her repressed desire for her
father, but through their alternately mechanical and organic nature, they represent
the conflict between her conscience and repressed desires. The social activity (driving
cars), rigid, linear buildings, and looming male figure of the frame world indicate a
sort of "hive" mentality—organized group activities, ceaselessly repeated movement,
and colorless staring windows seem to represent a set of social and behavioral norms
that is necessarily repressive of destructive primitive desires. In contrast, the realm of
the dreamer is fluid, nearly featureless but still vivid, multivalent, colorful, and full of
sexual energy, which represents the realm of the unconscious or repressed.
Secondly, the male object that the dream-self animates pursues her and the phallic
symbol that she possesses as he passes through his own Oedipal stage. Though her
desire for a mechanical/organic man of questionable origin might be suspicious, it
"feels" quite natural when he pursues his awakening "mother," forcing the viewer to
reassess her conception of Oedipal development as a universal that goes beyond gen-
der. It is significant that the dream-woman possesses control through both her sexual-
ity and the usurped phallic symbol within the world of dreams, as it indicates the
creative (and potentially chaotic) power that she possesses.
When the woman appears, both dreaming and waking, the primary focus is on
her sexuality: her mouth, breasts, eyes, and spread legs are emphasized and the viewer
witnesses the erotic caresses she gives herself and the statue-beings. Images of root
systems and blood reinforce the idea of sexual intercourse—sharing, intertwining,
primitive, bodily—as well as images that have received displaced psychic energy. When
she approaches the statue-couple and animates them with kisses to the male body, she
is overtly participating in an act of creation, bringing life and sexuality in "a union of
liquid and virtual flesh" to what was previously inanimate (HAL 12). The union will
turn "virtual" flesh to reality in the dream-woman's world, ultimately triumphing over
the repressive attempts of the superego to regain control and slide the images of the
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dream to less charged objects.
At this time, the viewer is also introduced to the "womb-woman," a woman who
rotates slowly in her liquid blue environment, attached to some unspecified object by
a sort of umbilical cord. Because of the placement of this image in the dream-text, it
seems that she is being offered as a vision of grounding or completion; her full-color
identity places her in the inner world rather than the outer, but she is a constant in
both the "reality" and the dream of the woman. The womb-woman also has a fully
defined face and is fully clothed, unlike the automaton-couple, her appearance sug-
gests that she could successfully bridge worlds as the dreamer does, providing perhaps
an alternate ego ideal for the dreaming woman.
As the dream-woman kisses and touches the male (and later "steals" him from the
female), it is clear that she desires him (kissing only him and "gazing" at him) and
identifies with the woman, whose face is better defined, more human, than the male's.
Interestingly, the newly "born" man and woman are not detailed in their sexuality—
the female has obscured breasts, and the male's genitals, when visible, seem unformed,
contributing to the sense that they are not fully formed in her fantasy. This suggests
that the phallus has not yet been defined as an entity in the mind of the dreamer
because she was never able to physically consummate her desire for her father. The
figures thus reflect the infantile nature of the fantasy that she is reproducing as she
watches the automaton-figures engage in sexual activity.
An image of the womb-woman intrudes, interspersed with glimpses of the twist-
ing couple and the sleeping woman, creating a sense of connectedness between wak-
ing/dreaming and inner/outer life. The dreamer watches voyeuristically at first, open-
mouthed, the phallic heel of her shoe foregrounded as the couple writhes in the back-
ground. Her possession of both creative maternal power and phallic symbol is indica-
tive of her ability to create both man and woman in her fantasy made flesh, but this is
only possible in the unconscious. As long as she keeps a safe distance, the couple
retains an organic form, ceasing to slip uncannily between that state and automated
flesh, but when she approaches again, the conflict between the mechanistic world of
the superego and the force of her desires becomes obvious in the shifting identity of
the man and woman.
The uncanniness of her desires reveals itself in two ways: in her need for sexual
activity with a figure that is a representation of paternity, and in the fact that this
figure continues to shift between organic and mechanical forms. Her need to actively
participate in the seduction of the male brings her repressed desires to the forefront,
signified by her dream-speaking of the word "extremis," which becomes a symbol of
her self-liberation beyond the strictures of societal repression even as it represents real-
life concerns transferred to the dream-arena. The action of speaking this word in the
dream causes the desires to regain some of the energy that had been displaced and
revealing her true motives to the ego ideal, which attempts to warn or censor the
dreamer.
Her dream self is not content to simply watch and participate indirectly. This is
the crucial moment of her dream, and the music (which to this point has been rather
throbbing and backgrounded) suddenly changes tempo. As her primal desires reassert
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themselves, the liquid eye makes its first appearance, warning that her inner censor is
attempting to reroute her dream activity to safer channels; the dream-material has
become too overtly un-repressed for both the censor and the black and white world of
society, which intrudes into the realm of the dream itself in the form of repressive
male figures (some might think it was the band making its cameo appearance, but we
know better). In this way, the waking self touches on the repressed desires, forcing her
to evaluate them in the mechanistic terms of society, perhaps hoping to repel her
attraction by revealing their mechanical nature. This attempted intervention and the
reawakening of the mechanistic side of the formerly inert bodies as she approaches
them alerts the viewer to the renewal of inner/outer psychological conflict and indi-
cates the importance of this moment.
Disregarding these warnings, the dream-woman allows the train of her dress to
slip over the head of the ascendant male, prompting him to look up after her with an
uncanny robotic/human gaze. Abandoning the female automaton, he focuses on her
phallic heel and crawls after her, attempting to appropriate the life-generating power
of the "mother" who created him, continuing the Oedipal cycle. The moment of their
confrontation transfers the action back to the "real" world of the dreamer, which is
largely indistinguishable from the dream world. The boundaries are further blurred
when the automaton man from the dream appears in conscious reality, after the sleepers
dream voice asserts the needs that she has been unable to speak consciously:
I don't want to hear about the future
I want to see it
I want to feel it
I wanna taste it (HAL 25-28)
This assertion of the immediacy and magnitude of her instinctive desires places her in
"extremis," beyond the reach of the repressive forces of society, and it enables her to
join with the dream-man she has created, who assumes a final form as organic, bear-
ing no trace of the mechanistic outer world. These images are interwoven with images
of the womb-woman, who seems to form a vital part of this ultimate fulfillment. This
acceptable male must be formed within her imagination, and their consummated
relationship, untainted by reference to the black and white world (completely within
the realm of instinct), might be perceived by the outer world as "madness." Indeed,
her mere conscious wish for fulfillment from the father-figure places her outside the
boundaries of proper societal behavior.
It is undoubtedly significant that her voice, not the societal voice of repression, is
the last to be heard in the video, whispering the word "extremis." This word has come
to represent her own freedom through extremes: sexual activity and the fulfillment of
her psychic desires across the realms of sleep and dreams as well as conscious and
unconscious. In the same way, her "uncanny" experience has partially, in the form of
the automaton man, materialized in the realm of the conscious, creating a disturbance
in the dominant order. The conclusion reached, then, is that "extremis" provides ful-
fillment outside the bounds of society. This consummation may be designated by that
order as "insane," but offers her with the opportunity to assert the validity of her
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EMILY DICKINSON'S PEPPERCORN INFORMATIONS:
SELF-CREATED MEAN OF Two EXTREMES
BY HILLARY CAMPBELL '00
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.
-Dylan Thomas
When Emerson described the perfect American Poet, he immediately and con-
sciously withdrew himself from the possibility of filling that position. His Poet would
possess magic, would possess indescribable talent, would speak to the world as it had
never been spoken to before—and all in the form of poetry. But Emerson was not a
poet. And because of this, in what must have been a heartbreakingly difficult moment
for him, Emerson passionately put to paper all that this Poet would do for the human
soul.. .and then stepped back. And did this Poet come? Was Emerson's personal disap-
pointment—that he could not be the great Poet he knew the human race needed—
assuaged by the coming of such an Artist? Well, perhaps. We of course have Whitman.
But regardless of whether or not Emerson's great dream was fulfilled in one superior
person, there was certainly no shortage ofmere Transcendental followers.
The Transcendentalists were not a normal bunch. They argued; they fought; they
spoke to the public; they contemplated in solitude. Their one common foundation,
Emerson, served as a link tying them together, but by no means tying them down to
similar ideas. The Transcendentalists were nothing if not independent and original
individuals, each taking Emerson's words and interpreting them in their own ways.
Whitman, Hawthorne, and Dickinson are perfect examples of such differing points
of view. Living in a time at which Transcendentalism was floating around, these three
had their own ideas, and their own ways of expressing them. Regardless of whether
each was an actual, full-blooded, loyal Transcendentalist, Whitman, Hawthorne, and
Dickinson all had his/her own way of doing things, and it is in fact these ways on
which I intend to focus in this paper. Whitman was the endless-line poet, the land-
scape poet, the people poet, the body poet, the soul poet. He took Transcendentalism
and became its second master, its second teacher (Emerson being, of course, the first).
Hawthorne chose a different medium, prose, and applied the practice of Transcen-
dentalism on a fictional community bearing no small resemblance to the actual tried-
and-failed Utopian Brook Farm. Dickinson did neither of these. She, I propose, can
be seen as a product of Whitman and Hawthorne's ideas/styles, formulating her own
medium, her own meaning, her own art. Dickinson was like no other, and she liked it
that way. While Whitman professed that he knew the Truth, and intended to spread it
to all his pupils, Dickinson intended no such teacher-student relationship with her
poems. She was not a teacher, she was not a student. She didn't apply Transcendental -
Hillary Campbell is an English (writing) major and art history minor from Upper Arlington,
Ohio. She is the Co-Editor-in-Chief 0/"Exile, and, along with Durrell, she loves her VCR,
the Magic Kingdom, and cheese.
Articulate • 1999
Hillary Campbell 51
ism to her work, hoping, as Hawthorne hoped, that her work might force some aes-
thetic reality onto her readers. Dickinson wrote for herself, for she herself was the
poetry. She "dwelled" in it. If Whitman and Hawthorne are the two extremes of Tran-
scendentalism, Dickinson is the mean of these extremes, creating, in her house next to
her bed and writing desk, a unique, comfortable place for only herself and only her
poetry.
In three ways might we compare the work of Whitman, of Hawthorne, of
Dickinson, so that we might also illustrate the relationship between them. In purpose,
in "why" each artist did what s/he did; in content, in "what" each did; and in style, in
"how" each artist did what s/he did. Whitman, to begin with, chose a lofty purpose.
He saw himself as, in fact, that great American Poet Emerson so lovingly foresaw and
described. His poetry emphasized not only Emerson's ideas of nature, of the spiritual-
ity which comes from connection with nature, of the ability of art (poetry) to "embody
[the beauty of nature] in new forms" (Nature 30), but emphasized also his own ideas
of body, of touch, of coexistent place and time. In Crossing Brooklyn Ferry, this coexist-
ence is explained in the metaphor of a ferry full of people traveling from one shore to
the other. This ferry, for Whitman, represents the individual, and the river represents
the distance between individuals. The distance, then, symbolizes both the actual space
between two bodies (two souls), as well as the chronological, historical time between
peoples and cultures. "And you that shall cross from shore to shore years hence are
more to me, and more in my meditations, than you might suppose" (Crossing Brook-
lyn Ferry 160), he writes, illustrating the fact that we are all the same no matter where
we are in time or place. Whitman thrives on this truth—that we are all unique but
connected. It is this uniqueness, this individuality of each one of us, in fact, that
Whitman sees as the very characteristic which binds us together ("Just as you feel
when you look on the river and sky, so I felt, / Just as any one of you is one of a living
crowd, I was one of a crowd" (Brooklyn 160)). Whitman encourages us, and urges us
as our teacher to embrace our independence, but not to forget to reach out to those
around us who share that same sort of unique nature: "For enough people to be able
to be in a crowd, each without losing self-identity, self-respect, and dignified particu-
larity, would be to transform the meaning of'crowd' utterly" (Hollander 180). Emerson's
idea of self-reliance is Whitmans central theme and purpose for writing. By learning
what Whitman has to say, he claims, we will then reach out and touch (always touch)
and connect with the other souls around us, and, accordingly, transcend. We receive
"identity" (Brooklyn 162) by our bodies, and hence we need to touch one another in
order to "feel" that thing—skin—which both separates us and, in touching, also has
the ability to unite us. Whitman writes his poetry because he believes himself to be
the teacher of transcendence, of soul-realization, of humanity. He believes he has
found the Truth.
Hawthorne, on the other hand, seems to say, in his The Blithedale Romance, that
Whitman's lessons oftentimes have too much tendency to go awry. "Of all varieties of
mock-life, we have surely blundered into the very emptiest mockery, in our effort to
establish the one true system" (The Blithedale Romance 203), Zenobia cries, having
realized, too late, that their efforts to create a Transcendental community have tragi-
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cally failed. This, Hawthorne claims, is the reality of Transcendentalism. This, he says,
is what happens when you try to force anything (even if it be Whitman's Truth) onto
human nature. Like Thoreau, Hawthorne began a literary experiment of Transcen-
dentalism. However, Hawthorne's experiment failed because it tried to create a "for-
mula" for humanity. His experiment, the literary Blithedale Farm, took un-transcended
persons and foolishly stamped "enlightened" onto their foreheads, hoping that this
would be enough to create a perfect community. Interestingly, it seems that Whitman
never considered the "un-transcended," or, rather, the effects of forced supposed
"Truths" about humanity on these "un-transcended." Hawthorne sees the repercus-
sions of such an assumption. His Blithedale is a way for him to show the public, and
Transcendental reformers, that it is nearly impossible to begin perfection of the soul
(in strictly Transcendental terms, at least) without "bringing baggage" with you, with-
out ignoring the self, the soul, and thereby unnaturally^rcz'wg- some sort of transfor-
mation into transcendence. In fact, the doom of failure is sure to come to any Tran-
scendentalist-wannabe who takes Emerson's, or Whitman's, or anyTranscendentalist's
preachings, to be scripture, and does not form his/her own unique ways to transcend.
Hawthorne writes Blithedale to show us the way Transcendentalism can be mishandled,
so that we may not make the same mistake ourselves.
If Whitman was an observer by choice, Dickinson was an observer by force—"she
had, professionally, nothing to do but look" (Kazin 159). How thankful we all are,
then, that she decided to put her observations on paper. Dickinson literally lived in
her poems—they were all she had, all that made up her life, all the product of her life.
As Kazin again puts it, "what unites all her writing.. .are the power and depth of her
solitude" (Kazin 143). Her thoughts, her imagination, her poetry were her entire self
and soul, her entire personal means of transcendence. Dickinson doesn't worry that
there are other people around her, that there are other writers, other thinkers, other
"lonely women" who might teach her something about herself. Nor does she worry
that she might have something to teach them. "I dwell in Possibility— / A fairer
House than Prose— / More numerous of Windows— / Superior—for Doors—"
(#657), she writes, telling us point-blank that her poetry is her body and brain and
heart. And this subject—herself—is endless enough in its brilliance and complexity
to create 1775 just-as-brilliant-and-complex poems. She writes to transcend beyond
all the other voices of the world—to make a place for her own voice: " [Dickinson]
knows.. .that we are always besieged by perspectives. Dickinson's entire art at its outer
limits...is to think and write her way out of that siege" (Bloom 285). Oneway to do
this is to reject supposed self-proclaimed teachers. She does not allow Whitman s ideas
of Transcendentalism to affect her writing, or to teach her how to "find" her soul.
And, by relying wholly on herself in this way, she avoids what Hawthorne says is the
result of such complete dependence on the ideas of others, i.e. by pasting another
person's—the teachers—meaning onto oneself, it is like trying to blot out one's true
meaning, and, in the end, only winds up tragically failing. In #670, Dickinson de-
scribes herself (living in her body of poetry, in her own personal "Haunted" house) as
"Ourself behind ourself, concealed—", and she means this—she means that she has
fallen into her own soul by writing her poetry, and, in doing so, is struggling with her
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own humanity by dealing with such major (and horrifying) themes as erotic approaches
to death, God, and love. Death, for this poet, was her very reason for living (or for
writing—both are, in her case, the same). "In its finality and futile heartbreak, death
remained all too real to Dickinson, its ancient promise turned about in her ultimate
recognition of life's limits—and the limits of death" (Kazin 146)—in other words,
Dickinson wrote for herself and herself only. It just so happened that "herself" was
obsessed with mortality.
Content-wise, Whitman chooses a number of ways of making his message clear.
One of these is to unite all of time—just as he unites all of the human race—into one.
Whitman is in love with the past, the present, and the future, and he sees them all as
exactly the same thing because "It avails not, time nor place—distance avails not"
(Brooklyn 160). In order to convey to us, his students, that we are just as connected
with our own souls as we are connected to the person who sits next to us, as we are to
Whitman as he sits writing his poetry, he paints a picture of "the similitudes of the
past and those of the future... strung like beads" in "the simple, compact, well-join'd
scheme, [himself] disintegrated, every one disintegrated yet part of the scheme" (Brook-
lyn 160). The words he uses, the "barbaric yawp" (Song of Myself %9) he specializes in,
are no different than the simple, original words used in primitive times by newborn-
humans. "The past and present wilt—I have fill"d them, emptied them, / And proceed
to fill my next fold of the future" (Song of Myself %8)—Whitman knows time is circu-
lar, and wants us to reach back and touch him just as he reaches forward to touch us.
He seeks to reform us in this way, however, not only by emphasizing the simulta-
neous past, present and future, but by cataloguing all the details that make any time
the glorious creation it is. "The poet insists that he stands for all America—that he is
America, and lest you not believe him, he will play out that theme in energetically
crowded detail" (Hollander 178), and o how this is true. At this very moment, mil-
lions of things are happening simultaneously, and yet Whitman shows us how many
of these things are astonishingly similar: "The squaw wrapt in her yellow-hemm'd
cloth is offering moccasins and bead-bags for sale.. .The conductor beats time for the
band and all the performers follow him...The bride unrumples her white dress, the
minute-hand of the clock moves slowly.. .The Missourian crosses the plains toting his
wares and his cattle" (Song of 'Myself '42-43). As we act, others act. We are united by
what we do. But Whitman does not stop there. We are also united by who we are, he
says, what we are made of. Before we may transcend by touching one another, we
must first understand why we are able to reform ourselves this way, why the body in its
details is so beautiful. And, as he has told us a thousand times before, the answer to
this is that we share our bodies, as well as the beauteous parts that come with it: "Leg-
fibres, knee, knee-pan, upper-leg, under-leg, / Ankles, instep, foot-ball, toes, toe-joints,
the heel; / All attitudes, all the shapeliness, all the belongings of my or your body or of
any one's body, male or female" (ISing the Body Electric 100). The land in its parts, the
body in its parts, the soul in its parts, time in its parts...all of these are parts of the
Truth Whitman seeks to teach us so that we may reform ourselves.
This expansion, this transcendence, this comprehension of touch Whitman speaks
of are all insured if we do one thing, and that is listen to the Poet. And this makes
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Whitman seem as haughty and arrogant as he really was. However, he would claim
that every one of us should be so arrogant, should be so proud of him or herself so that
we may revel in the beauty of the human race together. The Poet Emerson spoke of is
the Poet Whitman has become (or so Whitman believes), and the goal of this Poet is
to expand his knowledge to those who will listen, and thereby create a nation of poets:
"The messages of great poets to each man and woman are, Come to us on equal
terms, Only then can you understand us, We are no better than you, What we enclose
you enclose, What we enjoy you may enjoy" (Preface 1855—Leaves of Grass, First
Edition 719). Walking around in Whitman's poems, we get the sense that we have
been here before, and that he knew we would come. We belong with him just as we
belong with each other, embracing the Truth—transcendence of the human soul—
and becoming as Adam was: newborn, powerful, wholly unique, naming things and
making them his own. Whitman is a master at naming things, detailing them, cata-
loguing them, repeating them over and over until our heads spin. Hopefully, he thinks,
this spinning will be a good thing, and we will want more and more until, finally, we
are on his level, having transcended and seen the light.
I bring up light because I think it is so inherently important in Whitman,
Hawthorne, and Dickinsons work. Light embodies many things for each of these
writers, but in only Whitman's case does light seem to embody goodness, and good-
ness only. Once we have reached this light, so to speak, we have reached the epitome
of what Whitman has to teach us. Literally, light in Whitman's Leaves of Grass repre-
sents a variety of things—all "good." Take Crossing Brooklyn Ferry and Song of Myself,
for example. The time of day during which Brooklyn takes place is sunset: "Clouds of
the west—sun there half an hour high..." (Brooklyn 159). Why is this important? It is
the end of the day, people rush home to their families, another day is done, and
another one will soon begin. Sunset is the end of the cycle of days, of weeks, of months
and years and centuries—this cycle represents the circularity of time and soul and
humanity. The sea-gulls Whitman describes in this poem fly in "slow-wheeling circles"
(Brooklyn 161) as the light fades and prepares to brighten again. Like the light, we
may fade, but we will always brighten again, and may indeed brighten permanently if
we read Whitman and achieve transcendence. At the end of Song of Myself, Whitman
becomes the dirt beneath our feet, dying, in essence, and becoming part of yet an-
other cycle. But, again, this death takes place at sunset: "The last scud of day holds
back for me / ... It coaxes me to the vapor and the dusk. / I depart as air, I shake my
white locks at the runaway sun..." (Song of Myself 89). Light represents sex, soul,
nature, allot what Whitman writes about because sex, soul, nature are all pathways to,
or the results of, en/zf^enment. Whitmans light, unlike some forms of light portrayed
in Hawthorne's work, is not artificial, and cannot be faked.
Hawthorne's light we shall get to a bit later, after first giving attention to his
terribly obvious affliction with the past. He is burdened by it. Can't get rid of it. The
past weighs Hawthorne down. Right away we should see the contradiction between
him and Emerson, who believed Transcendentalism to be the letting-go of the past,
and embracing of the present. The reason Hawthorne is so burdened by the past is
because he believes such a "letting-go" to be almost virtually impossible. As aforemen-
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tioned, Hawthorne wrote Blithedale to prove, among other things, that one cannot
leave the past behind—it irrevocably follows you. Within the first few chapters of
Blithedale, Coverdale is already asserting his past prejudices and past beliefs regarding
the society in which now he finds himself: "Neither did I refrain from questioning, in
secret, whether some of us—and Zenobia among the rest—would so quietly have
taken our places among these good people, save for the cherished consciousness that it
was not by necessity, but choice" (Blithedale 54). If this were truly a Utopian society,
and the members truly trying to transcend, shouldn't they have released themselves of
all such past feelings and beliefs, and immediately try to refrain from thinking the way
they used to? What use is becoming one with nature if you're going to pine away your
hoeing-time dreaming about the crowded sidewalks of the city? It seems that neither
Coverdale, nor anyone else at Blithedale Farm ever become part of the society they
have "built"—instead, all remain representatives of their past (which is, of course,
who they really are), glued together in a group that pretends to believe in what it is
doing, but all the while wonders why it ever got involved in such a project in the first
place ("What, in the name of common-sense, had I to do with any better society than
I had always lived in! It satisfied me well enough" (Blithedale 65)).
Hence, the personal-reform all had been initially seeking in coming to Blithedale
is almost immediately dead and buried, and such will always be the way of things,
Hawthorne says, when you take on beliefs that are someone else's. Transcendentalism,
he claims, should not be a teacher-student sort of deal, but rather should be a truly
personal struggle in which you come up with your own beliefs and ways of transcend-
ing. Reform is only a dream for those who don't also reform themselves on their own
terms. Like Whitman says, everyone is unique, and such a truth, Hawthorne asserts,
should not warrant that we "follow" a teacher, but rather that we should stay true to
our uniqueness and forego conformity as students. Or, at least, if we decide to form a
"perfect community," we should be willing to transform our own souls, which is some-
thing the people at Blithedale do not at all seem willing to do. Coverdale is absolutely
obsessed with people's clothing and appearances—a practice which does not cohere
very well with the practice of looking to the insides of people, to their inner souls and
humanity. But Hawthorne's critique of Utopias and substitute-beliefs does not stop
there—it continues to those who do take their own beliefs, but then go too far. I
speak, here, of Hollingsworth. Hawthorne mercilessly ridicules the reformer who lets
his/her beliefs become who s/he "is." '"Self, self, self! You have embodied yourself in a
project. You are a better masquerader than the witches and gipsies yonder; for your
disguise is self-deception'" (Blithedale 197), Zenobia hurls at Hollingsworth, speaking
words which might as well be coming from Hawthorne's own mouth. The Transcen-
dental reformer, or even simply the Transcendentalist, who ignores the need, first, for
reform of his/her own selfis doomed to fail at reforming others. Belief must be taken in
the correct dose, and from the correct source, before it can work wonders.
Whereas Whitmans idea of transcendence and expansion of the self/soul can be
done by recognizing the simple beauty of the self/soul, Hawthorne warns against too-
quickly believing that transcendence can come so easily. Belief in the soul's ability to
transcend, to become perfect, to reach happiness is not a terrible thing, he would say,
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for it can indeed be achieved, and, even if it is not, can still cause some sort of tempo-
rary pleasure. But those who falsely believe that a Utopian community can exist (for
Hawthorne certainly seems to think it is impossible) are only fooling themselves: "'It
was, indeed, a foolish dream! Yet it gave us some pleasant summer days, and bright
hopes, while they lasted. It can do no more; nor will it avail us to shed tears over a
broken bubble'" (Blithedale 203-204). Those who came to Blithedale were good ac-
tors who experienced tragedy as soon as they began to tire of playing parts ("'What an
actress Zenobia might have been!'" (Blithedale 212)). This tragedy, of course, came
with Zenobia's loss of Hollingsworth, Coverdale's loss of those he wrote about, and
Hollingsworth's loss of "innocence," so to speak. Earlier in the book Coverdale again
and again mentions that Hollingsworth's obsession with the reform of others would
work better if Hollingsworth were to "commit a crime" and instead work on the
reform of himself. Well, Coverdale gets his wish: "'Up to this moment,' I inquired,
'how many criminals have you reformed?' 'Not one!' said Hollingsworth, with eyes
still fixed on the ground. 'Ever since we parted, I have been busy with a single mur-
derer!'" (Blithedale 215). Transcendence can be an evil thing, if forced or misapplied.
For Hawthorne, as with Whitman, light may be seen as a representation of love,
individuality, and soul. However, again, this light mustbe attained on one's own terms,
and no one else's. Zenobia's "light," feminism, was killed by her other "light," love.
Contrarily, one might also say that her whole light—both feminism and love—was
killed by forced Transcendental education and an unnatural setting. From the very
beginning of the book, we see the lack of light at Blithedale and accordingly accept
this lack of light as a bit of foreshadowing on the Farm's eventual success: "The snow-
fall, too, looked inexpressibly dreary, (I had almost called it dingy)" (Blithedale 45).
Hawthorne himself experienced such snow during his own stay at Brook Farm, and,
in a letter to his fiance, expressed his own disheartened nature at what the weather
might mean for his future stay: "Through faith, 1 persist in believing that spring and
summer will come in their due season; but the unregenerated man shivers within me,
and suggests a doubt whether I may not have wandered within the precincts of the
Arctic circle, and chosen my heritage among everlasting snows" (Letters to Sophia
Peabody 416). But the light which interests me most in this novel is the contrast
Hawthorne has created between fake and natural light. I speak here of fire versus
transcendental light/the enlightenment of the soul/true happiness. Fire is a created
light—it keeps out the cold and, eventually, dies. Pure, spiritual "light," on the other
hand, creates itself and deals with the cold—it does not merely cover the cold up, and
this light never dies. Anyone with glowing eyes in this novel has a passion burning
within them ("Hollingsworth looked at me fiercely, and with glowing eyes" (Blithedale
136)), and whether that passion be good or bad, it is undeniably honest (pure) pas-
sion. The light of hope is given forth in this novel in examples such as a scene involv-
ing Zenobia, who is currently fired-up and driven by her feminist passion, as well as
by her love for Hollingsworth—this light, before it is put-out by the effects of the
Utopia, is cheery and heartening: "Zenobia... looked as bright as the very day that was
blazing down upon us" (Blithedale 102). Misfortune in this novel is always a persis-
tent "shadow" (Blithedale 143), easily blotting-out the fake light (abundant at the
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Farm), and eventually approaching just about every member of Blithedale. In the city,
a place where Coverdale feels most at home and most himself (which is why he should
remain there, Hawthorne would say), sun shines cheerily over the rooftops, beckon-
ing Coverdale to stay where he and his soul belong: "The blighting winds of our rigid
climate could not molest these trees and vines; the sunshine, though descending late
into this area, and too early intercepted by the height of the surrounding houses, yet
lay tropically there, even when less than temperate in every other region" (Blithedale
147). Light serves as the ultimate metaphor for forced truths and failed Transcenden-
tal beliefs in this novel, for though fire can warm us for an evening, light—sunshine—
can warm us for an entire lifetime.
"Because I could not stop for Death— / He kindly stopped for me—" (#712)—
Dickinson loves death, loves looking forward into time for it, loves the future. She is
obsessed with the future, maybe even burdened by it as Hawthorne is burdened by the
past. Additionally, just as Whitman sees happiness in the past, present, and future,
Dickinson sees happiness in the future, but it is a quite different happiness than
Whitman's: "Her starting point was always mortality and her protest against it. She
never got over the impermanence of everything she saw, the fragility of human rela-
tionships, the flight of the seasons, the taste of death in winter" (Kazin 143). Many,
many of her poems have to do with just this impermanence, as well as the seduction
she felt emanating from such a terrible thing. Death fascinated her, as did God, and
yet it was the one thing she could not know about in the present. She needed, then, to
focus always on the future, always on that moment when death would finally embrace
her ("'Heaven'—is what I cannot reach! / The Apple on the Tree— / Provided it do
hopeless—hang— / That—'Heaven' is—to Me!" (#239}}. Dickinson sees "life as the
fullness of our struggle against extinction" (Kazin 160), and so is always looking both
to "put off" death with her erotic croonings about its evil sexiness, as well as to beckon
it closer with her longings to know that which she cannot yet have. But then does this
not suggest that Dickinson is not obsessed with the past, the present or the future at
all, but, in being concerned with death, uses her poetry to deal with the ceasingof time
altogether? "What fascinated Dickinson in all her greatest poems about death coming
was exactly its coming. This is finally all we know, and as happens in life, it is the
knowing we cannot escape. And on that topic she triumphed" (Kazin 147)—in other
words, Dickinson's life, and therefore her poems, were filled with the soft, silent foot-
steps of approaching Death. She loved it. But she was not crazy. She was not insane.
She was perfectly rational, and this is how she is able to keep on such a subject with
such clarity, such sensuousness, and such humor: "I heard a Fly buzz—when I died—
..." (#465). That moment of death, that moment of "ossification," of "First—Chill—
then Stupor—then the letting go—" (#341} captivates her like no other moment.
The "certain Slant of light" (#258), the "look of Agony" (#241), all these descriptions
refer to some sort of comprehension—in life—of death, or, in a different way, refer to
some sort of life in death.
Dickinson makes fun of those who seek to reform themselves or to reform others.
That, she would probably say, is the quickest way to death. Reforming is changing,
most probably according to someone else's (Emerson's, Whitman's) idea of a "better"
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person, and this is suicide, she would say. And, if not suicide, is simply entirely too
painful, or entirely too impossible. The reformer, the Transcendentalist, who believes
him/herself better than all the rest is made fun of in #214, as Dickinson plays the part
of the Transcendentalist. In this poem, she taps into that golden knowledge of the
Transcended ("I taste a liquor never brewed"), and then grows to giant-height as she
becomes the "drunk" of transcendence, "the little Tippler / Leaning against the—
Sun—". But this Transcendentalist is fooling herself because no one can become that
which is not natural to him/her. On this point she would agree with Hawthorne, but
she would not, and does not, publicize her views so that everyone will listen. Instead,
she turns this idea over in private, contemplating its meaningyor her, taking a person
who tries to reform his/herself and comparing this persons struggle to Dickinson's
very own pain at not being able to be with a lover. In #640, Dickinson's longest poem,
she immortalizes the pain she feels at not being willing to change herself and be with
the one she loves. She cannot live with him, for "It would be Life—", she cannot die
with him, for one of them would be left behind to suffer without the other ("For One
must wait / To shut the Other's Gaze down—"), she cannot share his views because he
is religious and she is not ("They'd judge Us—How— / For You—served Heaven—
You know, / Or sought to— / 1 could not—"). That pain which separates them is as
large as an "ocean," is "that White Sustenance— / Despair—". And yet even this pain
might not be as painful as the one she would feel if she were to change for him and
conform to his ideals, letting herself go and denying her true self, becoming like the
Blithedale farmers and living one life but longing for the old one. Dickinson likes
who she is and does not need to be a student. Nor does she need to be a teacher and
join the ranks of the feminists around her. "She certainly did not celebrate poets who
constantly wrote about one another because they were all women" (Kazin 153)—she
was brilliant not because of those around her, but because of who she was ("[Her
canonicity] ensues from her cognitive strength and rhetorical agility, not from her
gender or from any gender-derived ideology" (Bloom 288)). Dickinson and Zenobia
would not have gotten along.
"If I could, I would use ['She UnnamesThem'] as the title instead of The Complete
Poems of Emily Dickinson" (Bloom 288). In this sense, as in many others, Dickinson is
the exact opposite of Whitman. While he tries to give everything a name, tries to
incorporate absolutely everything into his being and into his classroom, she takes the
names away, making the poem her own and not at all intending to incorporate anyone
else under her pen. Dickinson's transcendence is just that—Dickinson's transcendence.
It is not a lesson for others to learn, but for only her to learn. Her transcendence is
"her thing"—she feels the pains of death and love and God and isolation; she sets out
to understand the truth of poetry, beauty and truth. This is no one else's journey but
her own, and no amount of time in a Brook or Blithedale Farm, no amount of time
reading the work of Whitman, can give her the knowledge she learns from writing her
poetry. Her own personal expansion and private enlightenment is what happens to
her soul when she writes: "The Soul selects her own Society— / Then—shuts the
Door— / To her divine Majority— / Present no more—" (#303). There is no ques-
tion that Dickinson attempted to transcend, to achieve some sort of higher knowl-
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edge, but did she get there*. "We can tell from her manuscripts that she regarded both
'terror' and 'rapture' as alternative words for 'transport'" (Bloom 277)—does this mean,
since she used these words and ideas so much in her writing, that she did indeed
succeed in transporting herself, in transcending herself? Or did hope give out? Kazin
seems to think hope gave out and cites #254 as evidence of this giving-out; his inter-
pretation of this poem is of a hope-bird "that perches in the soul" and sings beautiful
songs, but never achieves anything more than that ("She was just past thirty when she
seems to have given up hope that her outward life would somehow be transformed"
(Kazin 160). But this is her outward life, not her inward life. She never married, never
did much of anything except live always in the same house, go out every once in a
while, and write poems. Outwardly, perhaps she was disappointed. Inwardly, I pro-
pose that the transcendence she was looking for, the hope for something more, was
fulfilled.
Bloom points out that Dickinson's "best biographer, Richard Sewall, remarks in a
fine understatement that 'she was something of a specialist on light'" (Bloom 282).
However, her light is quite different from Whitmans (which always brings good), and
Hawthorne's (which sometimes brings bad, but has the potential to bring good).
Dickinson's light is always blinding. Love, knowledge, God.. .all these might be repre-
sented in light, but one thing is for sure, once you have seen this light (as Dickinson
undoubtedly did) you can never "go back." The damage is done: "Before I got my eye
put out / 1 liked as well to see— / As other Creatures, that have Eyes / And know no
other way— / ...So safer—guess—with just my soul / Upon the Window pane— /
Where other Creatures put their eyes— / Incautious—of the Sun—" (#327). In this
poem, we're given the person who once saw as the other un-transcended did—nor-
mally, easily, comfortably. However, some sort of transcendence has hit and the light
has poured forth from the sun which once seemed so harmless when s/he "knew no
other way." Perhaps this light was always visible to Dickinson, and this is why she was
able to write like she did. Or perhaps her writing caused this transcendence, and sud-
denly she had to write in order to create some outlet for all this blinding whiteness
coming her way. "Had I not seen the Sun / I could have borne the shade / But Light
a new Wilderness / My Wilderness has made—" (#1233), she writes, suggesting that
although she might have enjoyed the shade, this new light has made her life more
complex in a way that encourages her to explore the "wilderness." What is this light
made up of? The usual Dickinson stuff. Death ("There's a certain Slant of light, /
Winter Afternoons—" (#258)), God ("There interposed a Fly— / With Blue—un-
certain stumbling Buzz— / Between the light and me—" (#465)), etc., etc. However,
in death there is no light, and in this respect perhaps Dickinson preferred no light at
all—she had already had enough of it. The light in her outward life was snuffed out
when she became a woman ("How odd the Girl's life looks / Behind this soft Eclipse—
(#199)) because a) there were few choices for women in Dickinson's time, and b)
one of her choices, marriage, never happened. Perhaps, her outward life being dark,
and her inward eyes being painfully-blinded by the very personal, transcendent light,
she wanted nothing more than no light, no anything at all. And there is no light in a
coffin: "Safe in their Alabaster Chambers— / Untouched by Morning / And un-
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touched by Noon—" (#216).
In style more than anything, I think, do I see the Whitman + Hawthorne =
Dickinson equation. Whitman published his work in Leaves of Grass over and over
and over again. He wrote his poems to be read, and read they were. In Whitman's
mind, as in Emerson's, the Poet's job was to encapsulate absolutely everything—not
just the human aspect—in his poetry. "He spans between [the Atlantic and Pacific
coasts] also from east to west and reflects what is between them" (Preface 1855 713),
and, therefore, since the Poet writes about the land, those who live on the land should
read his poems and learn what they can from them. Whitman published his poems to
get his message across, and he knew the exact Transcendental reasons for this: "The
master knows that he is unspeakably great and that all are unspeakably great...that
nothing for instance is greater than to conceive children and bring them up well.. .that
to be is just as great as to perceive or tell" (Preface 1855 722). He wanted to bring us
up to his level, and he did this using language we could understand.
This language is what makes Whitman the poet he is. He uses raw words, rough
words, uncommon words—".. .rest the chuff of your hand on my hip" (Song of Myself
83)—that grab our attention. He also uses very sensual language to convey to us his
ideas of touch and contact and body: "Throb, baffled and curious brain! throw out
questions and answers! / Suspend here and everywhere, eternal float of solution! /
Gaze, loving and thirsting eyes, in the house or street or public assembly!" (Brooklyn
164). He is repetitive and repetitive and repetitive and gets his catalogues through to
us if it kills him—he wants us to remember his words. He wants us to use them.
He chooses poetry, of course, because that is the form of the truest Transcendental
art. Poetry is the way through which we the public will recognize the genius of the
Artist and flock to him as we would flock to Christ. Whitman is a poet because, as
Emerson says, "as we go back in history, language becomes more picturesque, until its
infancy, when it is all poetry; or all spiritual facts are represented by natural symbols"
(Nature 33). Poetry corresponds with some primitive chord in all of us because it
represents nature and all its beauty, just as a song does, just as the opera which Whitman
so loved does, just as the bird does with its sweet song "in the swamp in the secluded
recesses" (When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd330).
What made Whitman so different, so unique, so noticeable, however, was the
way in which he revolutionized the poem. Whitman breaks the mold of standard
rhyme, meter, and length of line, and, in doing so, extends poetry into his own per-
sonal realm. Each line is like speech—endless, like one breath, like the words of an
orator standing before a crowd of hundreds. What stopped Emerson from being the
Poet he predicted was the fact that he did not see what Whitman saw, that "the poetic
quality is not marshalled in rhyme or uniformity or abstract addresses to things nor in
melancholy complaints or good precepts, but is the life of these and much else and is
in the soul" (Preface 1855 716). Nothing holds Whitman down, and yet his poems
still have some sort of magical rhythm that continues to make his poetry sound like
music, making it that much more appealing to his readers: "But the fixer and finisher,
the poet himself, is far more crafty a puller of waves than the coldly regular moon.
[Whitman] might just as well have likened his long anaphoric catalogues to urban
Articuhte • 1999
Hillary Campbell 61
crowds through which the reader himself will pass, jostling, pushing, sometimes strid-
ing, sometimes pausing" (Hollander 183).
Hawthorne, like Whitman, published his work, as well. He wanted his words to
be read. More specifically, he wanted people to hear what he had to say about Tran-
scendentalism, Brook Farm, Utopias in general. He hated them. And this was not the
voice of an outsider—he himself had once liked the idea of a Transcendental commu-
nity, had joined one, had realized he did not belong there, and, intelligently, left. He
did not need to take on Brook Farms problems—had his own beliefs and goals to
attend to, and one of these was to write a book so that no one would make the same
mistake he did. Hence, his part as Coverdale in Blithedale: "In my own behalf, I
rejoice that I could once think better of the worlds improvability than it deserved. It
is a mistake into which men seldom fall twice, in a lifetime; or, if so, the rarer and
higher is the nature that can thus magnanimously persist in error" (Blithedale 5 1 } . In
Hawthorne's own letters to his fiance, he states quite bluntly the disenchantment he
had run into at Brook Farm—the disenchantment which probably fanned the first
flame of Blithedale ("But really I should judge it to be twenty years since I left Brook
Farm; and I take this to be one proof that my life there was as unnatural and unsuit-
able, and therefore an unreal one" (Letters 420-421)).
Hawthorne has no rhythm. He has no meter. He has no rhyme. But there is
reason for this—he is a novelist. However, why choose prose over poetry, if, as Emerson
said, poetry is the language of nature? Perhaps because Hawthorne wanted anyone
and everyone to understand what he had to say, and putting it into the context of
everyday speech" was the best way to do so. Blithedale was written for the present-
day, and therefore his readers would have been able to identify with the lives and
personalities portrayed in it (mesmerism, Transcendentalism, Utopias, Margaret Fuller,
and so on). And yet there is an undeniable fiction that comes to us when we read this
novel. First, it comes in the actual words he uses: " [Hawthorne's] narrator, Coverdale,
uses words and phrases that are archaic, quaint, far from the America of the 1840s and
1850s" (Introduction: Cultural and Historical Background 20). These words (such as
"shoon" asthe plural for "shoes") add a slightly fanciful-, fantasy-feel to the novel.
Second, Blithedale's fiction comes to us from its label as a "romance."
The fact that Hawthorne termed his novel a romance instantly gives it an almost-
but-not-quite feeling, gives us the assumption that the novel will be "careering on the
utmost verge of a precipitous absurdity" (Introduction 20). But does this make Blithedale
less convincing? Or does it simply say that any Utopia is a romance, and always will be
a romance, because any Utopia will "almost succeed, but not quite?" Coverdale him-
self says that "real life never arranges itself exactly like a romance" (Blithedale 114),
and this novel certainly does not end with lovers loving and happinesses overflowing.
Blithedale Farm, like Brook Farm, was a failure and only a "foolish dream," as Zenobia
puts it. Utopias were the Romances of the Transcendentalists.
Emily Dickinson did not have a career, a publisher, or an audience in her own
time" (Kazin 142), and, in all probability, she didn't want one. As already stated,
Dickinson did not write her poems to be read by others. After all, she dwells in her
poems—she is not going to sell herself. She makes this idea quite clear in #709 when
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she writes that publishing one's work is to "reduce [the] Human Spirit / To Disgrace
of Price—". Publishing would be too much like conformity, which Dickinson hated.
In her opinion, Transcendentalists "leaning against the sun" become too much like
one another when they receive money for their writing, and she wanted to be any-
thing but in "the Majority," in which all one needs to do is to "Assent—and you are
sane—". Dickinson was "Demur—", and, by God, she was "straightway dangerous—
" (#435). She "selects her own society."
The world had not run into anything then, nor has it run into anything since,
that is like the language used in Dickinson's poetry. If Whitman's "poetry.. .looks easy
and proves hard" (Hollander 178), Dickinsons is downright agonizing. Seemingly
random capitalizations, dashes in the middle of sentences (which, according to one
critic, "[enable Dickinson] (and the reader) to breathe" (Kazin 155), mysterious rhymes,
sing-song Bible-like meter—all these make for one complicated poem. She uses the
smallest number of words she can, and yet somehow creates so much meaning; her
words seem to take on lives of their own in our heads, growing uncontrollably until
one poem has fifty interpretations. Is this not brilliance* Like Whitman, Dickinson
creates a poetic-language for herself.. .and why shouldn't she? If only she was reading
the poems, shouldn't they be particularly-suited to her own unique way of thinking?
Isn't this what transcendence is all about?
Perhaps the reason Dickinson chose poetry over prose was the same as Whitman's
reason—poetry is rawer than prose, more musical and natural than prose. Maybe she
felt that only poetry could do justice to describing death, God, and love the way she
wanted to describe them. The poet to her, after all, "distills amazing sense / From
ordinary Meanings—" (#448). Prose has too many words, too many distractions and
instructions about what to think and feel. As Kazin puts it, "fiction seems to have
been as foreign to her as it was to Emerson. She was so far from belonging to any
literary sorority that she would not have understood Hawthorne's rage at best-selling
women novelists crowding him out of public favor: A damned lot of scribbling women.
I wish they were forbidden to write on pain of having their faces deeply scarified'"
(Kazin 152). Dickinson "wanted poetry" (Bloom 279), and poetry she got—poetry
she could change and make her own—poetry she could use to draw from the ideas of
Emerson, but in a starker sense than did Whitman.
And, indeed, Dickinson takes this "starker sense" as far as she can possibly go. Her
poems are not like standard poetry, and even less are they like Whitman's poetry. Her
poems are stripped to the bone—quick, concise, saying as much as she can in three or
four words per line ("Dickinson demands so active a participation on the reader's part
that one's mind had better be at its rare best" (Bloom 277)). With no titles, the poems
become even shorter, even more difficult to figure out. They are virtual mysteries in
themselves, and once you solve them, even more mysteries seem to present themselves.
Her poetry haunts you both because it is so good and because it is so creepy in subject.
Take Whitman's "lines of breath," add in a little of Hawthorne's extensive prose, and
you get the synthesis, the child who learns what she can from each writer, the artist




The result of all this hocus-pocus might be to conclude that Dickinson is the true
Transcendentalist Poet—that she has taken the best from both Whitman and
Hawthorne, two extremes of Transcendentalism, and become her own creation. But is
this so accurate? Is she the voice of the people which Emerson described—full of
magic, talent, and speaking to the world as it had never been spoken to before? In this
respect, such might be true, for she certainly possessed these qualities. But is this all it
takes to make the great American Poet? Or does she contradict that title in too many
ways? Yes, Dickinson is a woman, and she writes about this fact in her poetry quite
often: "I'm 'wife'—I've finished that— / That other state— / I'm Czar—I'm 'Woman'
now— / It's safer so—" (#199). Who better to speak for the people than a woman, or,
rather, who better to speak for the people who haven't, as yet, been heard? Did Emerson
overlook something when he called the upcoming Poet a "he?" Chances are, yes he
did. But that Dickinson is this Poet, because of the fact that she writes about women,
I am not so sure about. Why? Because women are not all she writes about (and she
would not agree that simply because she is a woman, her poetry speaks to the femi-
nists both of her time and ours). Death, love, God, loneliness, and self (among other
things) serve as the subjects which populate the majority of her poems—the subject of
"woman" is not nearly as rampant as would be necessary if we were to call her a Poet
of the People because she writes about women. However, death, love, God, loneliness,
and self are universal issues that affect us all, and in this respect she might indeed be
said to write of the human condition, as well as of ways in which we may transcend
and accept death and knowledge and the true meaning of pain. But, even so, she did
not ever consciously write "for us all" in the way that, say, Whitman did. "She did not
use her poetry as prayer; she did not write to mollify God, to ward off evil; she wrote
because she and she alone could find in religion the adventures of her utterly indepen-
dent, endlessly speculative soul" (Kazin 151). Whatever reasons she had for writing
were reasons relating to herself, mA not to the People. If she is a Transcendentalist, it is
only because we have made her one.
And yet there is still something more to be said—on the subject of Dickinson-as-
Poet—because of the undeniable fact that she scares us to death. She terrifies us. Why
is this so? Why does a poet who was not insane, who wrote only for herself, who did
not consciously write about the human race or about us-..^^ do her poems send
chills up our backs? Well, there is the literal reason—that she writes about freaky,
spooky things ("I heard a Fly buzz—when I died—" (#465)). There is the poetic
reason—that she eerily, almost magically packs pounds of meaning into ounces of
words (the metaphor for the stiffening of a dead body in #341). And, finally, there is
the psychological reason—that she speaks what we are ourselves afraid to admit ("We
wonder it was not Ourselves / Arrested it—before—" (#448)). As Blooms says,
Whitman... stays ahead of us... Dickinson waits for us" (Bloom 273). She is with us
more than Whitman is, for he is far too "superior than us" to really speak our lan-
guage, and, additionally, she is with us more than Hawthorne, for he also assumes
superiority in his "tsk-tsking" of the situation in which he believes Transcendentalism
has placed us. When we read Dickinson, we read our deepest, darkest secrets not as a
lesson, not as an application of those secrets on others, but simply as themselves.
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In this respect, Dickinson does speak for us all. After all, she was not stone or
marble (in life, anyway...)—she was a sponge like everyone else, and no doubt ab-
sorbed many of the Transcendental ideas that were going on around her in her own
time. But, disregarding Whitman's sweet demand that we take him by the hand and
learn from him, disregarding Hawthorne's fervent need to turn his writing into a
critique of society, she created a way of transcending that was her very own, that dealt
with her own pressing issues and questions. Maybe Emerson's Poet has come, but
maybe it was destined that this Poet never know her own identity. Dickinson is not a
Transcendentalist in the strictest sense, following Emerson and Thoreau exactly and
precisely and to-the-mark, but she certainly is transcendent. She certainly is fighting,
like the rest of us, against whatever mortal, human stones that persist in weighing her
down.
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MADNESS AS DOMESTIC DEFENSE IN LADYAUDLEY'S
SECRET AND JANE EYRE
BY ANGELA FLORSCHUETZ '99
Female insanity is central to the plots of both Lady Audley's Secret and. Jane Eyre.
While the characterizations of 'insane' women in these texts contrast greatly, their
violent acts against men result in their being labeled by society as insane, though their
deviant acts are largely motivated by self-defense when the institution of marriage fails
them. In both novels, acts of female 'madness' are the reactions of women to threats to
their domestic role and livelihood. Both works illustrate the tensions which resulted
from the Victorian beliefs that insanity was a natural facet of the female mind but that
it was also incompatible with their domestic role. In addition, the 'insanity' of Lucy
Audley and Bertha Rochester can be interpreted as a means of defense and self protec-
tion made necessary by the failure of their husbands to provide them with the stability
and security which Victorian marriage was supposed to offer in return for the wife's
submission to the husband. These novels suggest an anxiety about Victorian mar-
riage, in that the only way women can assert their rights and protect their rightful and
'natural' position in marriage is by committing violent acts of'madness.'
Victorian psychology viewed women and certain types of insanity as inextricably
intertwined. Insanity, particularly hysteria, was considered a natural part of the female
mental makeup. Hysteria was described by a Victorian psychologist as "that changeful
disorder which vexes the female constitution, and baffles the medical practitioner,"
and articles that discussed mentally disturbed persons often referred to patients as
"she," even in hypothetical situations which would usually merit the generalized mas-
culine pronoun "he" (Dubois 110). According to one psychologist, a diagnosed fe-
male hysteric didn't actually suffer from a disease, but was merely a bit more "female"
than most women; her hysteria was "a variety of womanliness" (Richer 91). Women
were believed to suffer "a predisposition to derangement" due to their unruly bodies
and tyrannical hormones (Showalter 322-323). Matus observes that between the dan-
gers of menarche, menstruation, pregnancy, and menopause, there was very little time
in a woman's life where she was not believed to be at severe risk of mental disturbance
due to her hormonal condition (Matus 343). In particular, pregnancy and childbirth
were supposed to present imposing threats to a woman's mind, which is reflected in
both Lady Audley's Secret and Jane Eyre. The intimate relationship between maternity
and madness is demonstrated in Braddon's novel when the reader learns that the birth
of a child heralds the onset of bouts of insanity for both Lucy and her mother. Insan-
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ity is also maternalized in Jane Eyre, as it is the distinguishing characteristic of Bertha's
mother. Irony and tension are created by the inference that the natural and feminine
function of women puts them at risk for a malady that renders them inappropriate
wives and mothers, yet this malady was, in fact, also considered a normal function of
womanhood. The question arises—if all women are potentially madwomen, are all
woman potentially unfit or unsuited to wifehood?
One very prevalent Victorian assumption about insanity was that it was heredi-
tary (Tuke 135). Again, women were more likely to be described as the victims of
hereditary insanity, and genetic predisposition to insanity was believed to be particu-
larly potent through the female line. The assumed connection between women and
insanity is demonstrated in contemporary articles which discuss hereditary disposi-
tion, where hypothetical cases are often discussed in terms of mothers and daughters
(Tuke 13 5). The belief that insanity is passed from mother to daughter is apparent in
both Lady Audley's Secret and Jane Eyre. The mothers of both Lucy Audley and Bertha
Mason were committed lunatics, facts that are crucial to their daughters' eventual
diagnoses as madwomen. Bertha is described as "the true daughter of an infamous
mother," while Lucy laments that "the only inheritance I had to expect from my
mother was—insanity" (Bronte 308-9, Braddon 350). Because of their genetic heri-
tage, both Lucy and Bertha are likely to be labeled insane if they exhibit any unusual
or deviant behavior, regardless of the incentives or motives that drive their actions.
Victorian social codes which demanded that women be both passive and submis-
sive to men led to the labeling of assertive female behavior independent of the wishes
of men as a form of madness. One Victorian journalist railed against what she termed
as the "mad rebellion [of women] against the natural duties of their sex, and those
characteristics known in the mass as womanliness" (Linton 142). Especially offensive
and worrisome was the "class" of women which "advocate[d] indifference to the wishes
and approbation of men," whose "madness" was proved through their insubordina-
tion and attempts to better their conditions regardless of the domination of men
(Linton 142). Central to such a charge was the invention of the term "moral insanity,"
which defined behaviors and beliefs that were considered by society to be immoral as
insane, even if they were perfectly logical (McCandless 341). Considering the strict
and repressive moral codes imposed upon Victorian women, it is perhaps not surpris-
ing that women were likely to be committed upon these grounds. According to
Showalter, "in presenting textbook cases of female insanity, doctors usually described
women who were disobedient, rebellious, or in open protest against the female role"
(Showalter 324). In addition, female sexual desire, aggression and anger were consid-
ered to be deviant symptoms of insanity.
With those criteria in mind, both Lucy and Bertha conform to Victorian stan-
dards of female insanity. Both women act in ways that dramatically violate the social
norms prescribed for women in Victorian society. Lucy violates the sanctity of wife-
hood through her bigamous marriage, then further compounds her misdeeds by try-
ing to murder the three men who threaten to shatter her newfound security. Though
Lucy's acts are, as Dr. Mosgrave states, logical, though desperate acts, and not evi-
dence of a disordered mind, her cool cunning and lack of feminine compassion or
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remorse function as evidence of "latent insanity" (Braddon 379) The same doctor
admits that Lucy might only succumb to true insanity once or twice in her life, and
only under the worst of conditions; however, he also believes that this makes her
enough of a threat that she should be locked away forever to protect society (Braddon
379).
Like Lucy, Bertha shows no respect for 'womanliness' when she attacks Rochester
and her brother; in fact, she is described as a drunkard and "demon," possessed of a
"virile force" (Bronte 296). Rochester's description of Berthas "madness" consists for
the most part of accounts of her fits of "temper," his personal dislike of her personality
and habits, and the fact that she was "at once intemperate and unchaste," which lead,
predictably enough, to a medical diagnosis of insanity (Bronte 308-309). Through
behavior which supports their own desires and passions instead of a repressive social
code, Lucy and Bertha act in ways which cause them to be labeled by a patriarchal
society as insane, and therefore unsuitable as wives. This judgment results in their
confinement, virtual invisibility, and eventual deaths.
Ironically, the most striking instances of both Lucy and Berthas insanity occur in
defense of their traditional roles as wives, despite their seeming rebellion against these
roles. Lucy's violent attempts to murder George, Luke, and Robert are motivated by
her desire to keep her past a secret so that she can remain Sir Michael's wife and enjoy
the power and security that the position offers. Though it is true that Lucy seems to
attack nearly every man she comes in contact with, she never attacks Sir Michael
because her marriage to him provides her with security and happiness. By attacking
her first husband, her blackmailer, and the man who seems almost inhumanly com-
mitted to exposing her past, Lucy defends her status as the wife of a powerful man in
order to protect herself from the vicissitudes of poverty and hardship with which she
is painfully familiar.
It is significant that Lucy's 'insane' acts are originally motivated by her abandon-
ment by her first husband, George. This desertion tears each of the benefits of mar-
riage from Lucy's life yet leaves her with all the hardships and responsibilities of a wife,
plus the added responsibilities of father and provider. When the institution of mar-
riage fails her through the negligence of her husband, Lucy is forced to seek work,
which eventually leads to Sir Michael's proposal. Considering her first experience with
marriage, it is perhaps not surprising that Lucy feels justified in violating her wedding
vows by taking another husband; in fact, as the Dawsons observe, "it would be some-
thing more than madness in a penniless girl to reject such an offer" (Braddon 9).
Lucy's second marriage, though illegal, is in fact merely a practical way to provide
what her first husband fails to: financial security for herself and her family. All of her
subsequent deceptions and ploys are further attempts to preserve that security.
Though Bertha's brute violence and animalistic appearance distract the reader
from any pattern in her seemingly random rampages, a pattern of behavior emerges
which suggests that she, like Lucy Audley, commits her 'insane' attacks in order to
protect the marriage which provides her with everything a marriage is supposed to:
loyalty, dependability, and security. While Bertha apparently possessed a temper and
abrasive personality before her confinement, as well as immoral tendencies, she never
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becomes truly violent until her confinement by her husband. The diagnosis of insan-
ity was apparently made on account of her unwomanly vices of drunkenness and
licentiousness, which represented die "germs of insanity" (Bronte 309). Each of Bertlia's
violent acts coincide with a threat to her marital rights through attempted infidelity
or abandonment by Rochester. Bertha's first violent deed is her attempt to burn Roch-
ester in his bed. Interestingly, Bertha chooses to attack Rochester in this manner soon
after he has told Jane of his past sexual indiscretions (and not incidentally, his infideli-
ties) with several women, including Adele's mother. By setting her unfaithful husband's
bed on fire, Bertha commits an act which suggests that, despite her apparent insanity,
she is fully aware of the wrong he does her through his infidelity, and is capable of
devising a fitting punishment for his transgressions (Gilbert and Gubar 353). While it
may be doubtful that Bertha has actually heard Rochester's confession to Jane, by
placing the confession directly preceding the attack, Bronte links the two occurrences
by proximity, and the importance of this connection is proved significant by the pat-
tern which emerges as the book continues, in which each attempted infringement by
Rochester upon Bertha's marital rights is followed by her swift and violent retaliation.
Bertha's next act of insanity is the mauling and gnawing of her brother, Richard
Mason, which occurs during a house party attended by the presumed soon-to-be Mrs.
Rochester, Blanche Ingram. Rochester's apparent courtship of Miss Ingram and cha-
rade marriage to her are the prelude to Bertha's attack upon her brother later that
evening. With this in mind, Bertha's act can be interpreted as both a protest against
the presumed usurper to her role as well as a punishment to a brother who allows her
to be confined in such an inhuman way. Bertha strikes again when her position as wife
is threatened even more overtly by the incipient marriage of Jane and Rochester. While
a violent madwoman might be expected to attack her rival, Bertha does not; she merely
rips up the bridal veil that symbolizes her husband's ultimate dereliction of marital
responsibility and then leaves. Like Lucy, Bertha does not vent her violence upon
those who have not wronged or threatened her, but upon those who have knowingly
wronged her, yet blithely continue to ignore their responsibilities as men in a patriar-
chal society while enjoying the privileges of that position. Therefore, instead of maul-
ing Jane, Bertha destroys the veil, symbolizing the defiled and incomplete mockery of
marriage which has left her a caged animal and which threatens to make Jane a glori-
fied mistress.
Bertha's final desperate act, the fiery destruction of Thornfield, is enacted while
Rochester feverishly searches for Jane, so that he may look after her welfare and pro-
vide for her comfort, even from a distance. The irony that Rochester is willing to do so
much more for a former employee and intended mistress than for his own wife is
obviously not lost on Bertha, who exacts a final revenge by destroying the house which
has not been a home, but a prison to her. As Jane earlier points out to Rochester, his
worst crime is his hatred for the woman he married due to her 'insanity.' His lack of
compassion for his afflicted wife indicates that 'for better or for worse' was an empty
clause in his wedding vows. Rochester's failed attempts to control Bertha's personality
and behavior early in their marriage, and his caging of her in her own house when this
fails both function as extreme forms of confinement from which 'madness' seems the
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only means of escape. Her marriage ultimately becomes a prison to her that only
death will deliver her from: his or hers. Rather than be rescued by Rochester, presum-
ably only to be confined again, Bertha chooses to end her life and her imprisonment
through suicide. Again, another unsettling question surfaces—if all women are natu-
rally and inherently insane to some degree, and insanity is actually a reaction to and
defense against the failed marriage due to the reneging of men on their marital duties,
where does that leave the institution of marriage?
Confinement is a recurring image which female characters throughout both nov-
els use to describe marriage. Bronte specifically links the themes of marriage and im-
prisonment through the charades skit performed by Miss Ingram and Rochester.
Bridewell, a notorious prison, is identified with the bride in a marriage, specifically,
the bride of Rochester (aptly so, considering Bertha's location at that exact moment).
Both Jane Eyre and Lucy Audley associate marriage with slavery and bondage, par-
ticularly when their rights and wishes are ignored by their spouse or prospective spouse.
When describing her unhappy marriage to George, Lucy bitterly remarks that she
"his wife, and the mother of his son, was a slave" (Braddon 353). Interestingly, it was
at this point in her life that "the hereditary taint" of madness first affects her, suggest-
ing that her 'madness' is in fact her resentment of her husband and her defense against
his injustice to her (Braddon 353). When Jane is engaged to Rochester, she also likens
her position to that of a slave to Rochester's sultan (Bronte 271). Rochester himself
warns Jane (albeit playfully) that upon marriage he "will attach [her] to a chain,"
suggesting both slavery and prison imagery in conjunction with marriage (Bronte
272). The implication is clear—to the woman at least, marriage is a means of confine-
ment that lasts as long as both parties survive. If the woman resists this confinement,
as both Bertha and Lucy do, they will face an even stricter form of captivity (Rigney
18). Their subsequent acts of'madness' represent determined efforts to reject both of
the types of imprisonments enforced upon them by their husbands—the original
feminine submission and passive behavior of the 'proper' woman, as well as the slavery
which results from being tied to an improper and irresponsible husband incapable of
providing his wife with the support and security he is supposed to.
Having exposed the shortcomings of marriage and the horrendous position of the
woman tied to an inadequate husband, both authors retreat from the unsettling ques-
tions about marriage raised by Lucy and Bertha's experiences, and hide behind the
sensationalistic gimmicks of madness and the 'inappropriate' woman as lunatic wife.
In each case, the secret of the woman's madness is dramatically revealed in such a way
as to shock not only the other characters, but the reader as well. Right on the heels of
this revelation comes another: the madwoman is not only mad, and therefore an inap-
propriate spouse, but she is also an interloper, an impostor who gained her position of
wife through subterfuge. Lucy is revealed to be a working-class opportunist, while
Bertha is unmasked as an exotic, immoral, racially impure Creole woman. In addi-
tion, both women were aware of their propensity for insanity (due to their mothers'
msanity) before their marriages, making their deceptions doubly treacherous to the
men who marry them. These revelations serve to cancel out much of the reader's




Jill Matus argues that the sensationalistic focus upon madness draws attention
away from the economic politics of gender and marriage, but I would argue that it
goes much further (Matus 344-346). The concentration upon madness and otherness
which define both Lucy and Bertha serves to both exonerate and obscure the failure of
men as husbands to provide for, protect and support their wives, as well as the failure
of marriage itself as an institution to deliver to women what society promises them as
their due for their submission to men. By labeling the retaliatory and self-protective
actions of Lucy and Bertha as merely symptoms of an insanity which is both an inher-
ited disease and a sign of the low morality one would expect in both a working-class
schemer and a half-breed drunken whore, Braddon and Bronte are able to obscure the
fact that marriage failed both of these women before they 'became' mad. The dark
irony that the very acts which most strongly define the unsuitability of Lucy and
Bertha as wives are actually perpetrated in order to protect their status as wives is
completely obscured to make possible a formulaic 'happy' ending which "leaves the
good people all happy and at peace" (Braddon 447).
Both novels close with brief sketches of contented and rustic existences lived out
in isolation from the rest of society. New marriages are made, children are born, the
sun shines, the birds sing, and souls heal. The unmentioned, and indeed unmention-
able condition for such a happy ending is the death of the impostor lunatic, the out-
sider who brought insanity, violence and grief into the lives of the "good people."
Both authors try to minimize the tensions created by the deaths of their anti-heroines
by relating their deaths through distanced, second-hand reports, and then set the
scene for joyous celebration. However, the fact that these unhappy and wronged women
must be cruelly confined and finally die in order for the "good" people to be satisfied
with life undermines any attempt at an unconditionally happy ending, as do the aban-
donment of Audley Court and the utter destruction ofThornfield. Despite new mar-
riages, the tensions surrounding the earlier marriages are still left unresolved. Mar-
riage fails both Bertha and Lucy for reasons that have little to do with their own
inadequacies and more to do with the failures of both their husbands and of marriage
as an institution. Despite diversionary tactics by both authors which put the blame on
the 'outsider' who is then expelled from society itself, the fact remains that marriage
represents confinement and imprisonment so rigid that the only means of escape are
madness and finally, death.
Both Lady Audleys Secret and Jane Eyre expose tensions about Victorian marriage
which remain unresolved even at the close of each novel. Marriage functions through-
out both novels as a means of confining women, while men fail to fulfill even the most
rudimentary of their marital obligations. In response, both women resort to actions
labeled as insane by society but which can be interpreted as defensive actions on the
part of wronged wives to assert and protect their marital rights and positions against
those who would deny them those privileges.
While this aspect of self-defense on the part of Bertha and Lucy is obscured through
the sensationalistic manner of revelations pertaining to both their identities and their
'insanity,' the tensions which are created involving marriage and its failure hover dis-
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turbingly at the close of the novel, due to the unsettling deaths of both women, as well
as the fact that the failures of marriage and of husbands in both novels are never
satisfactorily exonerated. If each woman is a potential madwoman, maybe this is be-
cause each woman is potentially a victim of a social institution which can rob her of
all personal rights and freedoms while giving her nothing but violence, insanity, and
death in return, and still leave her failed husband one of the "good people" at the end
of the novel.
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